
        
            
                
            
        

    
Thank you for downloading GEOSTORM: THE PIONEERS, book six of the Geostorm series, by Author Bobby Akart.
For free books, updates on new releases, special offers, and bonus content
Click Here to Sign Up
or visit my dedicated feature page on Amazon at
Amazon.com/BobbyAkart
or visit me online at
BobbyAkart.com
 



PRAISE FOR AUTHOR BOBBY AKART and THE GEOSTORM SERIES
“Descriptions for these events will boggle your mind, characters are well developed and the plot is outstanding. Most highly recommended!” ~ Amazon Hall of Fame, Top 2 Reviewer.
 
“You’ll be on the edge of your seat from beginning to end.”
 
“A story so realistic that you will not only feel the rain hitting your skin and hear the thunderous roar of the thunder but you will experience the emotions that each character feels along the way. Do not miss this series. It is one of the best, well written story lines that I have come across in a very long time.”
 
“Bobby never fails to keep me reading until I finish each and every one of his books.”
 
“Every time I have read a series by this author, I think, wow, this is the best. Now, I think, this is definitely the best. Action, suspense, everything—a definite thumbs up!”
 
“As before, Bobby's research and unfolding of events is so scary real, everyone should take heed! I've found myself highly invested in the family and just as much so with how the shift is affecting the world as we know it. Another grand slam from Bobby Akart!”
 
“The brilliantly detailed characters and the all too possible disaster following a superb storyline create a masterful vision of one family's fight for survival. Awesome. Amazing! A must read.”
 



Other Works by Amazon Top 40 Author Bobby Akart
The Virus Hunters Trilogy
Book I
Book II
Book III
The Geostorm Series
The Shift
The Pulse
The Collapse
The Flood
The Tempest
The Pioneers
The Asteroid Series
Discovery
Diversion
Destruction
The Doomsday Series
Apocalypse
Haven
Anarchy
Minutemen
Civil War
The Yellowstone Series
Hellfire
Inferno
Fallout
Survival
The Lone Star Series
Axis of Evil
Beyond Borders
Lines in the Sand
Texas Strong
Fifth Column
Suicide Six
The Pandemic Series
Beginnings
The Innocents
Level 6
Quietus
The Blackout Series
36 Hours
Zero Hour
Turning Point
Shiloh Ranch
Hornet’s Nest
Devil’s Homecoming
The Boston Brahmin Series
The Loyal Nine
Cyber Attack
Martial Law
False Flag
The Mechanics
Choose Freedom
Patriot’s Farewell
Seeds of Liberty (Companion Guide)
The Prepping for Tomorrow Series
Cyber Warfare
EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse
Economic Collapse
 



GEOSTORM: The Pioneers
The Geostorm Series, Book Six

by
Bobby Akart
 



Contents
Dedications
Acknowledgements
About the Author, Bobby Akart
Author’s Introduction to the Geostorm Series
Real-World News Excerpts
Epigraph
Preface
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Author’s Note
Copyright Information
 
 



Dedications
For many years, I have lived by the following premise:
 
Because you never know when the day before is the day before, prepare for tomorrow.
 
My friends, I study and write about the threats we face, not only to both entertain and inform you, but because I am constantly learning how to prepare for the benefit of my family as well. There is nothing more important on this planet than my darling wife, Dani, and our two girls, Bullie and Boom. One day the apocalypse will be upon us, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let it stand in the way of our life together.

The Geostorm series is dedicated to the love and support of my family. I will always protect you from anything that threatens us.
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Author’s Introduction to the Geostorm Series
September 1, 2019
 
Our planet is alive.
Deep beneath her skin is our planet’s lifeblood, rivers of molten iron pulsing around a core—her beating heart. This moving, fluid iron generates the magnetic field maintaining the delicate balance of life on Earth.
Until she has a change of heart.
 
Are we on the verge of a natural disaster brought about by the Earth itself?
 
Earth’s magnetic field surrounds our planet like an invisible force field—protecting life from harmful solar radiation by deflecting charged particles away. Far from being constant, this field is continuously changing. Indeed, our planet’s history includes at least several hundred global magnetic reversals, where north and south magnetic poles shift and swap places.
When is the next reversal going to take place? There’s evidence that a pole shift is underway now. The simple fact that we are overdue for a full reversal and the fact that the Earth’s magnetic field is currently decreasing has led to suggestions that the field may be in the early stages of flipping.
During a reversal, the Earth’s magnetic field won’t be zero, but will assume a weaker and more complex form. It may fall to ten percent of the present-day strength and have magnetic poles at the equator or even the simultaneous existence of multiple “north” and “south” magnetic poles.
Full geomagnetic reversals have occurred many times throughout the planet’s history, and they will again. There can also be temporary and incomplete reversals, known as events and excursions, in which the magnetic poles move away from the geographic poles—perhaps even crossing the equator—before returning to their original locations.

The alteration in the magnetic field during a reversal will weaken its shielding effect, allowing heightened levels of radiation on and above the Earth’s surface. Were this to happen today, the increase in charged particles reaching the Earth would result in increased risks for satellites, aviation, and ground-based electrical infrastructure. Geomagnetic storms, or geostorms for short, driven by the interaction of large eruptions of solar energy with our magnetic field, give us a taste of what we can expect with a weakened magnetic shield.
In 2003, the so-called Halloween storm caused localized blackouts and grid failures in Sweden, required the rerouting of flights to avoid communication failures and radiation risk to passengers, and disrupted satellites and global positioning systems. But this event was minor in comparison with another geostorm of the recent past, the 1859 Carrington Event, which caused aurorae as far south as the Caribbean and telegraph lines to catch on fire.
In terms of the direct impact a pole shift will have on living species, scientists cannot definitively predict what will happen, as modern humans did not exist at the time of the last full reversal. Several studies, including one by Harvard scientists published in Nature magazine, have linked past reversals with mass extinctions—suggesting some reversals and episodes of extended volcanism could be driven by these sudden pole shifts.
In addition, a study published in Current Biology magazine confirmed that many animal species have some form of magnetoreception, enabling them to sense the Earth’s magnetic field. They use this to assist in long-distance navigation during migration. The study also showed that the weakening of the magnetic field, or shifts in the poles, also impacted animal and human brain waves.
These magnetic pole shifts also affect our planet’s weather patterns. NASA has discovered a weakening in the Earth’s magnetic field that seems to be altering both wind and atmospheric pressure norms. One study claims the reversal has given rise to the recent superstorms around the world and the disastrous floods in Australia, Pakistan and the Philippines. NOAA records also indicate wide temperature extremes are the most pronounced in hundreds of years.
Based upon the research, the most likely harm to humans when the poles reverse again would be the ways in which a geostorm impacts the Earth’s electromagnetic field. An ordinary, relatively benign solar event could cause exponential damage because of the weakened magnetic field.
Aviation would probably need to be halted in order to take into account the pole shift, our satellites would need to be redesigned and repositioned, and the planet’s power grids could collapse under the weight of the solar particles that are ordinarily deflected, but allowed to pass through the weakened magnetic field.
That being said, while scientists are unwilling to predict exactly when the next full reversal will occur, most don’t think it could lead to a mass extinction event unless humans have evolved to the point where they, literally, can’t live without their electronic devices.
And we’re not there yet … right?
Right?
Thank you for reading the Geostorm series.
 



Real-World News Excerpts
A HEAT WAVE IN ANTARTICA MELTED 20% OF SNOW IN 9 DAYS
~ CNN online, February 24,2020
 
A nine-day heat wave scorched Antarctica’s northern tip earlier this month. New NASA images reveal that nearly a quarter of an Antarctic island’s snow cover melted in that time.
Antarctica experienced its hottest day on record earlier this month, peaking at 64.9 degrees Fahrenheit. Los Angeles measured the same temperature that day, NASA said.
And earlier this month, a massive iceberg along the western edge of Antarctica broke off from the Pine Island Glacier. The 116 square mile-chunk of ice likely fractured as a result of warmer sea temperatures.
 
RISING SEAS: FLORIDA IS ABOUT TO BE WIPED OFF THE MAP
~ The UK GUARDIAN, March 2020
 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change expects roughly two feet of rise by century’s end. The United Nations predicts three feet. And the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration estimates an upper limit of six and a half feet.
Take the 6 million people who live in south Florida today and divide them into two groups: those who live less than six and a half feet above the current high tide line, and everybody else. The numbers slice nearly evenly. Heads or tails: call it in the air.
Dig into geologic history and you discover this: when sea levels have risen in the past, they have usually not done so gradually, but rather in rapid surges. Scientists call these events “meltwater pulses” because the near-biblical rise in the height of the ocean is directly correlated to the melting of ice and the process of deglaciation.
 
NEWLY IDENTIFIED JET STEAM PATTERN COULD IMPERIL GLOBAL FOOD SUPPLIES
~ PHYS.org, December 2019
 
Scientists at Columbia University have identified systematic meanders in the globe-circling northern jet stream that have caused simultaneous crop-damaging heat waves in widely separated breadbasket regions-a previously unquantified threat to global food production.
Among other effects, these atmospheric wobbles may pull frigid air masses from the polar regions, or hot ones from the subtropics, into the populous midlatitudes. The wobbles strongly influence daily weather. When they become particularly large, they can bring prolonged heat waves, droughts or floods in summer; or in colder seasons, abnormal cold spells.
… almost all the global events have occurred since 2000 …
 
COSMIC RAYS REACH RECORD HIGH AS SOLAR ACTIVITY NEARS SPACE AGE LOW
~ Electroverse Online, December 14, 2019
 
Scientists at Spaceweather.com and the students of Earth to Sky Calculus have been launching cosmic ray balloons almost weekly since March 2015. Their results reveal atmospheric radiation has reached record highs, just as solar activity is approaching a space age low.
According to the study, during the last five years, the sun’s magnetic field weakened and the outward pressure of the solar wind decreased. This allows more cosmic rays to penetrate the inner solar system as well as our planet’s atmosphere.
Radiation levels have been increasing almost non-stop since the Earth to Sky Calculus monitoring program began, with the latest flights (Dec 2019) registering the highest levels of all.
When cosmic rays hit the top of Earth’s atmosphere, they produce a spray of secondary particles and photons that rain down on Earth’s surface. This is what the team’s balloons measure—the secondary spray. This type of radiation, which you can also find in medical X-ray machines and airport security scanners, has increased more than 20% in the stratosphere.
More crucially however, CRs hitting Earth’s atmosphere have been found to seed clouds (Svensmark Effect), and cloud cover plays perhaps the most crucial role in our planet’s short-term climate change.
“Clouds are the Earth’s sunshade,” writes Dr. Roy Spencer, senior scientist at NASA’s Marshall Space Flight Center. “And if cloud cover changes for any reason, you have global warming — or global cooling, and heavy, sustained rainfall.”
 



Epigraph
“The character ought to be known of these bold pioneers. From whence did they spring? For what causes, under what circumstances, and for what objects were difficulties met and overcome?”
~ Ephraim Cutler, early Northwest Territory and Ohio political leader, 1757 – 1853
*****
“The way of the pioneer is always rough.”
~ Harvey S. Firestone, founder of the Firestone Tire and Rubber Company
*****
Perseverance is not a long race. It’s many short races one after another.
~ Walter Elliot, Scotsman
*****
I am prepared for the worst, but hope for the best.
~ Benjamin Disraeli, former British Prime Minister
*****
Never, never, never give up.
~ Winston Churchill, former British Prime Minister
*****
Don’t die before your dead.
~ words to live by.
 



Preface
Every civilization has a flood story …
 
A tale of devastation that had befallen them at some point in the past. Are these stories of lore? Is there really a body of thought termed the Flood Myth? Or are these legendary accounts factual?
If one were to put together a timeline of notable changes in the planet’s climate and cross-reference them to geologic studies regarding our wandering poles, they’d find a correlation between the two and a third notable cultural phenomenon—the stories of epic flood events.
Most of us are familiar with the biblical story in Genesis of Noah’s Ark and the Great Flood. The story of Noah’s Ark is one of the most famous from the Bible. To be sure, the flood of Noah’s day (around 3000 to 2300 BC) was the most devastating catastrophe in history. The yearlong deluge destroyed the preflood world, reshaped continents, buried billions of creatures, and washed away parts of mountains.
There are some who might set aside the story of Noah as pure fiction, but before you do, let me suggest that some of the strongest evidence for a global flood as depicted in the Bible has been the presence of flood legends in the folklore of people from around the world. And the stories are all very similar. Each flood story may have aspects of local geography and culture, but they all seem to be telling the same story.
Over the years, anthropologists, ethnologists, and religious leaders had identified more than two hundred of these stories until a modern-day narrative was accepted—the Flood Myth. From India to ancient Greece, from the Mayans to North American Indian tribes, there was no shortage of tales that were very much alike.
These stories of epic floods were so similar, one could wonder whether all the cultures around the planet had experienced the same catastrophic event.
What I’ve learned over the years in studying the threats we face is that small isolated disasters can frighten and even destroy affected populations, but the historical accounts fade with memories over time as they are told and retold, or modified to fit a particular religious belief or cultural narrative.
That said, could it be possible that all the two-hundred-plus flood accounts so zealously retold around the world are simply a collection of myths or even isolated incidents? Or was the Great Flood—as revealed in the Bible, a single worldwide cataclysm that affected all of humanity at one point in man’s ancient history—an accurate account of what occurred?
As is often the case, the answer comes from science. A late-2019 news report out of New Zealand told of a fifteen-hundred-year-old tree that had been buried in twenty-six feet of soil. An analysis of the tree, which lived roughly forty thousand years ago, revealed a period in the Earth’s history when the magnetic field almost reversed during the tree’s lifetime.
This fast reversal of the magnetic field was considered possible throughout the scientific community, and now there is evidence that it had happened within a blink of an eye in terms of our planet’s life.
The same kind of scientific breakthroughs have been made as it relates to the epic floods. Recently, scientists used advanced robot technology to travel farther back in time, taking their investigation to the depths of the world’s oceans in search of evidence.
Just twelve thousand years ago, much of the planet was frozen. To give you some perspective, if you live along the Atlantic Seaboard, your house would’ve been covered with a mile-high layer of ice. In essence, the world was one giant (round) ice cube.
Then things started to change. The ice began to melt. The water from the melting glaciers began to rush into the world’s oceans, causing floods around the globe. In fact, one such event, oftentimes referred to as the mother of all floods, occurred in the Black Sea region bordering Turkey to the south and Ukraine to the north.
Research revealed a giant wall of water, which was generated when the Mediterranean Sea grew to twice its present-day size. It rushed across Turkey with a force two hundred times greater than Niagara Falls, drowning everything in its path.
The scientists, using underwater robotic technology, discovered an ancient shoreline by carbon-dating shells embedded in the sea’s floor. Through their analysis, they established a timeline for the catastrophic event at around 5,000 BC. A period of time that matches the flood referenced in Genesis and other cultures.
The story of this cataclysmic event, seared into the collective memories of survivors, was passed down from generation to generation until it became prevalent in virtually every civilization’s folklore.
Now, in modern times, there have been catastrophic floods. Hurricane Katrina’s flooding in New Orleans in 2005 and the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 are examples. In the twentieth century, many millions of people have died in China’s multiple flood events.
One can draw their own conclusions as to whether the legendary floods occurred at the same time as the story of Noah in the Bible, or whether civilizations simply used them as a tool to further religious or cultural beliefs.
However, I do know this.
The last ice age ended as a result of some type of cataclysmic event. Suddenly, and thus far without scientific explanation, the waters of the Southern Ocean began to release carbon dioxide, enough to substantially increase the levels in the atmosphere. As the CO2 warmed the planet, the ice sheets melted, ushering in the current climate that enabled humanity to survive and flourish.
During that period of change, however, there was flooding. Quite simply, the water had to go somewhere. As the water changed its location, the tectonic plates strained and groaned under the extraordinary weight, resulting in seismic activity around the world.
Scientists are uniform in their belief that it has happened before, and therefore, it could happen again. Is it happening now? Are rising global temperatures a result of our planet’s continuous geologic evolution? Time will tell, and one day, perhaps another storyteller will be talking about what happened in the twenty-first century.
Thank you for continuing the Geostorm series with me.
 

 




 



Chapter 1
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
“Okay, who’s hungry?” It was a simple question asked by mothers of families millions of times a day around the world, but somehow, in this particular moment, it became the punch line for a sick joke weeks in the making.
Sarah Boone asked the question in all seriousness, as if the day were like any other. The Boone party stood mesmerized atop the Pinnacle Overlook observation deck, silently taking in the water that had consumed the Cumberland Gap as well as parts of Virginia, Tennessee, and Kentucky as far as the eye could see. Yet, to the matriarch of the Boone family, it was simply the start of a new adventure, one that required a celebratory supper.
Kristi, the oldest of the Boones’ three children, was the first to break out laughing. Dr. Isabella Dubois, the French scientist who’d become lovers with Chapman, the middle child, nervously snickered, covering her mouth as she studied the faces of the others to gauge their reaction.
Within seconds, the laughter was contagious as the entire group—from Rachel, the youngest, through Sarah, the oldest and the surviving spouse of Squire Boone—burst out in joyful tears. They spontaneously hugged one another and nervously chatted about creating a feast.
“I vote we fix up one of our hams!” exclaimed Carly, Levi Boone’s wife.
“No way!” shouted Chapman. “Oatmeal and Riverfront Farms apples for me!” His suggestion was greeted with groans and playful slugs. During the weeks of their journey from their familial homestead in Southeast Indiana to the Cumberland Gap, their meals had consisted largely of the easy-to-make oatmeal and apples from the farm’s orchards.
“Mom’s right,” began Kristi. “We’ve been through hell, and now here we are. High and dry, for a change.”
The incessant rains, which had begun the day Squire Boone died, had been relentless. The group had lived in a constant state of damp clothing as they traveled under the Ohio River and down through Kentucky until their arrival at the Pinnacle Overlook.
“EE-EE-EE! Woot-woot!” Brooke, the young chimpanzee discovered by Kristi and her new love, zoologist Tommy Bannon, the night the Brookfield Zoo in Chicago descended into chaos, became animated. Sensing the energy and the happiness that had overcome the group, she began to bound around the overlook and jumped on top of the railing, perilously close to falling down the cliff.
“Brooke!” exclaimed Kristi like a nervous mother. She took a few steps toward the chimp, with her arms stretched out. Brooke lowered herself into a crouch and pushed off the railing, jumping six feet through the air until she crashed into Kristi’s chest.
Kristi caught her and held her tight, like any mother would who feared for the safety of her child. Kristi had lost her first chimp, Knight, to the madness that that had overcome so many animals around the globe. She vowed not to lose Brooke.
“No. Danger,” she vocalized while using a free hand to give the chimp instructions in sign language. She took her index finger with her middle finger and tapped them together with her thumb. With her left arm wrapped around Brooke, she created a thumbs-up movement with her right hand, bringing it up toward her chin as if she were repelling a knife attack.
Slowly, Brooke responded. She used her left hand to emulate the sign for no. And then laughed.
“Wow, she’s pickin’ that up pretty quick,” observed Levi, who’d taken his son, Jesse, by the hand.
“Yes, actually she is,” said Kristi. “Whenever we’ve had a free moment, I’ve taught her the basics, just like I started with Knight.”
“Free time? What’s that?” asked Sarah with a chuckle.
“Yeah, no kiddin’,” said Levi, who turned suddenly serious as the sun dropped below the horizon, a normal daily occurrence they’d not seen in many weeks. “While we still have a little daylight, we need to get organized.”
“For what?” asked Kristi.
“Security, for one thing. Shelter for another. Come on.”
Chapman laughed as he patted his brother on the back. “You’re such a buzzkill, bro.”
Levi led the way with Jesse, his oldest, in tow. He spoke as he walked. “There’ll be time later to catch our breath and figure out what’s next. First, we need to secure our perimeter and set up camp. That dang rain came out of nowhere and disappeared just as fast. It could come back anytime.”
Chapman, the former meteorologist and storm chaser with The Weather Channel, agreed. “Isabella and I have explained what we know about the Svensmark effect and what brought this rain on top of us. What we don’t understand is what caused it to stop. The cosmic rays are still pounding the planet due to the pole shift and the weakened magnetic field.”
Isabella interjected, “The hurricane may have changed the atmosphere, temporarily removing the moisture. Tomorrow, as the sun heats the planet, moisture could form again.”
“See,” interrupted Levi as he picked up the pace, walking up the trail through the tree canopy toward the overlook’s parking lot. “We’ve been through hell and back. Tomorrow, hell could return.”
 



Chapter 2
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
“I have to go to the bathroom,” seven-year-old Rachel announced sheepishly when the group arrived back at the parking lot.
Carly wrapped her arm around her daughter’s shoulder and smiled. “I have to say, I’ve needed to pee ever since the Earth disappeared down there,” she added, referring to the earthquake that tore away part of the mountain’s ridgeline and destroyed what used to be Middlesboro, Kentucky.
“Well, I just about shit myself,” said Levi with a laugh.
“Levi! Language!” Sarah scolded her youngest.
“Grandma, we’ve heard that word before,” said Jesse. “It ain’t nothin’—”
“Isn’t,” Sarah quickly corrected. “And, young man, you probably heard it from your father.”
“No, ma’am. It was Grandpa. Do you remember the time he was milking the cow and it shit on him?”
“My god, what has happened to my family?” lamented Sarah as the group laughed at the eight-year-old’s constant cursing. “Where’s my lye soap? I’m gonna start washing out some mouths!”
“Mama, I’ve gotta pee!” Rachel was desperate.
“Me too,” said Isabella. She pointed toward the entrance to the parking lot. “Come on. There are bathrooms over in that building.” The two of them started across the parking lot while Carly scampered to retrieve a roll of toilet paper out of the Mustang.
“Wait up,” hollered Tommy as he jogged to catch up to Isabella. “Let me check it out first.”
He drew his sidearm and jogged ahead toward the restroom facility. The National Park Service had constructed a block and stone structure with a roof overhang that housed two restroom facilities and a utility closet. Underneath the roof structure, which measured forty-eight feet wide by twenty-four feet deep, were more maps and photographs describing the areas surrounding the Pinnacle Overlook. Under a large oak tree growing through a planter on the sidewalk, concrete benches and picnic tables were set up in the shade.
There was only one vehicle in the parking lot, a pickup truck with a camper on the back of its bed. Upon arrival, they’d looked in the truck’s windows and into the camper, both of which were empty. However, Tommy suspected the owner of the vehicle had gone camping or hiking and could still be in the area.
He entered the open-air men’s restroom first, allowing his weapon to lead the way. It was empty except for two toilet stalls and two ceramic sinks mounted to the walls. He made his way to the ladies’ room next and found it to be empty as well except for water that had puddled onto the floor from the constant rain downpours. With his boot, he kicked at some leaves and twigs that had accumulated near a drain. Within seconds, the water began to swirl in a circle and quickly disappeared through the small grate.
“Just for grins and giggles,” he muttered as he walked toward the wall-mounted sinks. Because of the power outage, he didn’t expect the water to be working, but he tried it anyway.
The knob squeaked and the plumbing gurgled. He shook his head, not surprised at what he heard. Then he smiled. A steady stream of cold water poured through the faucet. He looked under the sink and saw that only a single supply line fed both faucets, meaning there wasn’t any hot water. Nonetheless, he shouted to the others, “We have water!”
Carly was the first to respond as she walked into the ladies’ room, sloshing through the remaining puddles of water.
“Are you talking about this?” she asked as she playfully kicked at the two remaining inches on the floor.
“No, look,” said Tommy, pointing to the sink. A steady stream of fresh, clean water was pouring out of the faucet.
“Is it, um, okay?” she asked.
“I hope so. I’ve already drunk a couple of handfuls.”
Carly did the same, and by the time she’d finished, Isabella and Rachel had occupied stalls to do their business.
Tommy respectfully waited outside while the women did their business, wandering to the right of the restroom facility and up a short set of steps to look behind the building. He noticed a path cut through the trees that led up the hill. It was once covered with mulch, but the constant rains had washed it away and created a deep rut down the center of the forest floor.
“Whadya got?” asked Levi, who’d arrived unnoticed.
“We’ve got water, my friend,” replied Tommy and pointed up the hill into the woods. “I’m guessing there’s a gravity-fed water tank up there somewhere.”
“Or a well,” said Levi, who had spent his entire life on a farm with wells built throughout the property.
Tommy shrugged. “How would it be powered? Solar?”
“Yup,” Levi answered hesitantly. “Somehow, they must’ve protected the charge controllers and wiring from the solar storms.”
Tommy glanced upward and saw that the sun was setting. “Tomorrow, we’ll check it out with Chapman. I gotta say, if we have a source of fresh water, that’s a major plus for staying up here.”
Levi stopped him and looked around before adding, “You’re thinkin’ like me. This looks like a pretty good spot, but it has its shortcomings.”
Tommy gestured toward the road that led to Pinnacle Overlook. “It’s natural that others would have the same idea we did.”
“Yeah, but the mountain collapsed down below.”
“Did all of it?” asked Tommy before continuing. “We were running for our lives. There may be a way for others to make their way up here. I’m just saying we could have visitors.”
Levi nodded back toward his wife and Isabella, who were leading Rachel out of the bathrooms.
“I agree, but let’s have a good night before we even bring up the idea of moving on. Besides, did you see that water down below us? This may be the best we can do until it goes down.”
Tommy rolled his head around his shoulders. “IF it goes down.”
The guys, who were deep in their conversation, didn’t notice Carly approach from behind.
“Boys, y’all seem awful serious.”
Levi managed a smile. “No, not serious. We’re just trying to decide how to protect ourselves up here.”
Carly furrowed her brow, sensing her husband was trying to deflect from the real purpose of their conversation. “Well, as they say in the movies, we’ve got the high ground. I swear, I feel on top of the world up here, even though it’s only twenty-four hundred feet above sea level.”
“How’d you know that?” asked Levi.
“It was on one of those posters. There’s a higher peak to the northeast of us near a place called Butchers Gap. It’s around twenty-eight hundred feet.”
“Hey, we’ve got some brochures that were found in that tractor trailer rig,” added Tommy. “This might help us consider our options.”
“Options for what?” asked Carly.
Levi thought quickly after Tommy slipped up. “Um, the location of some flat terrain to grow crops. It seems kinda hilly and rocky up here; plus, you know, this massive parking lot takes up a lot of space.”
Carly looked around. “Yeah, I see what you mean. They scalped the top of this mountain to make way for the overlook. This would be crappy to try to plant a garden.”
Levi shot Tommy a glance and then escorted his wife back to their vehicles. Isabella arrived by Tommy’s side as Rachel skipped ahead to catch up with her parents.
“Is everything all right?” she asked, studying the concerned look on Tommy’s face.
Tommy shrugged. “I may have opened up a can of worms.”
“Can of worms?” asked a confused Isabella.
“Um, sorry. A topic of conversation that was best left for another day.”
 



Chapter 3
Pinnacle Overlook
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The Cumberland Gap National Historical Park was established in 1940 and was maintained by the National Park Service, or NPS. It was considered one of the most pristine, undeveloped regions of the Eastern United States, as ninety-seven percent of the park was forested. It was also renowned for its sources of water. The park contained over sixty-two miles of streams before the Flood, all of which originated from within the park’s boundaries. Encompassing over twenty-four thousand acres, it was among the largest national parks east of the Mississippi.
Although the Pinnacle Overlook was not the highest point in elevation, it was the only one that had been developed by the NPS. Designed for visitors to get a clear, unobstructed view of the Cumberland Gap and the three states that met at a point nearby, three-quarters of a million people visited the park annually. Today, at the overlook, there were nine visitors in the Boone party, together with a chimpanzee, seven horses, and Wonky Donkey.
Levi took charge of the security detail. He’d learned from his many conversations with his grandfather about how the early pioneers had protected their settlements from Indian attacks. Back in those days, travelers into the West didn’t fear other pioneers. The Indians would attack settlers from time to time, and therefore protecting their camps at night was always a priority. While Sarah spearheaded the preparation of the meals, Levi explained what he’d studied since the days his grandfather had told the stories of Western expansion.
“Basically, the farther away we extend our perimeter from base camp, the more difficult it is to protect. The good news is that we’re bordered on one side by a severe drop off the ridge, and there is only one road leading up to the parking lot.”
Tommy added some broken tree limbs to the fire they’d built in the middle of the parking lot. “I’m pretty sure the roads collapsed behind us at the bottom of the mountain, but just in case, I was thinking about parking the Mustang sideways across the entrance over there. Just in case someone does manage to drive up the hill.”
“Good idea, Tommy,” said Levi. “Let’s empty it out first and load the supplies into the Scooby van and horse trailer.”
“It’s gonna get kinda tight in there,” added Chapman. “We’ve got nine of us to find sleeping quarters for.”
“Why don’t we use the bathrooms and the utility room to store stuff?” asked Kristi. “It’ll be out of the reach of animals and the rain while giving us more room to make beds.”
“That sounds good,” replied Levi. “Here’s what I was thinkin’ on that. Two of us should patrol at all times, even during the daytime. Mom and the kids are exempt from patrols. If the three of them sleep in the back of the van, and two others take the horse trailer, that leaves two for walking the perimeter.”
“We’ve got two left over,” said Chapman after doing the math.
Levi pointed at the pickup truck with the camper attached to the bed. “That looks like deluxe accommodations to me.”
“It’s locked up,” said Tommy.
Levi laughed. “Oh, city boy, ain’t nothin’ locked up for a guy like me. Come on.” Levi reached down for the tire-changing tool that he’d retrieved moments earlier from the Scooby van. He led the guys to the camper using his lantern. They arrived at the back of the Chevy pickup with an Arctic Fox camper mounted in the truck’s bed.
Pickup truck campers were a common sight in this area of the country, as many people enjoyed exploring the national parks and mountains without the burden of staying in hotels. This particular model was small by comparison to others since it was mounted on a short-bed pickup, but large enough to sleep at least four people.
Levi took the tire tool and laid it across the door handle. He gripped the ends of the cast-iron tool and began to twist. Within seconds, the handle snapped the locking mechanism and the door swung open. The men were greeted with the stench of stale air and rancid, spoiled food.
“Whoa!” exclaimed Chapman. “Nobody’s sleeping in there anytime soon.”
“Tell me something didn’t die in here,” complained Tommy.
Levi pulled his shirt over his mouth and nose before taking the lantern from Tommy. He was the first to enter. Within seconds, he found the source of the stench. It was a dead cat.
He grabbed a towel off the galley sink and lifted the animal up by the legs. He carried it out the back and walked briskly toward the edge of the parking lot, where he flung its carcass into the woods.
Tommy and Chapman entered the camper and wasted no time in opening the side windows to allow air to circulate throughout the interior space. Chapman tried the light switches and the water faucet, none of which were operable.
After exiting, they walked several paces away from the smelly camper before taking in deep breaths of fresh mountain air. Levi glanced toward the camper and then joined them.
“Guys, it reeks in there,” he said. “We’re gonna have to take out all the bedding. Heck, even the curtains, cushions, and anything else made with fabric.”
“How long has that cat been dead?” asked Chapman.
Tommy took a step toward the truck and shook his head. “A couple of weeks, at least. It was badly decomposed, from what I could tell in the dark.”
“It was,” added Levi. “Seriously, I thought it was gonna fall apart as I carried it.”
“What kind of asshole leaves his cat locked up like that?” asked Chapman.
“Who knows?” responded Levi with a question. “They may have gone hiking and gotten lost. Or maybe even injured. Either way, the camper’s a no-go for tonight.”
“Listen, Kristi and I can stretch out in the Mustang,” offered Tommy. “Chapman, do you guys wanna break into the front of the pickup and make do?”
“No problem. We can figure out how to make camp tomorrow. Now, how do we secure this place?” Chapman was anxious to get back to establishing patrols.
“For tonight, I suggest we stay on the hard surfaces and on the trails that are immediately adjacent to the parking lot. Don’t venture off into the woods. It’s easy to get lost, trip and fall, or meet a critter you don’t wanna be face-to-face with.”
Tommy agreed. “Don’t forget, the animals have gone batshit crazy. Well, at least some of them. We’ve been lucky with Brooke and the horses.”
“Um, about that,” began Levi. “Let me tell y’all something that I’ve not said to anyone, even Carly. Listen, up in Canada, when everything went to crap with the weather and the plane crash and the wolf attacks, I felt myself kinda losin’ it. I swear, there was a point where I just wanted to live up in the wilderness like some kinda mountain man.”
“Not come home?” asked Chapman.
“Yeah, um, I don’t know. It was just comfortable, you know? It was if my mind was telling me that was where I belonged. Eventually it passed, and obviously, here I am. But I have to wonder if this whole pole shift thing was messin’ with my brain like it was with the animals’.”
Tommy patted Levi on the back. “That’s possible, but it seems to have passed, right?”
“Yeah, I’ve been normal since we left the hospital.”
Chapman laughed. “Normal. Sure you are. Man, you’ve never been normal.”
Levi pretended to take a swing at his brother. “Don’t complain, weather-boy. I’m in my element now. This may sound nuts, but I really believe my entire life has led me to this moment. It’s as if I’ve been preparing for this since our grandfather took me under his wing when I was a kid.”
Chapman fist-bumped his brother. “Kristi and I always said you’re the most Boone among us, even more so than Dad.”
“Come and get it, guys!” shouted Sarah from near the fire.
Tommy wrapped his arms around both of the brothers. “I’ll say this. If I have to live like a pioneer, who better to do it with than the Boone family.”
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While the group settled around the campfire to enjoy a meal of ham, rice, apples, and saltine crackers, Sarah recounted some of her childhood days, at least the more pleasant ones. Her parents weren’t into parenting. Sarah, an only child and a descendent of the John “Johnny Appleseed” Chapman family, learned the family’s history and way of life from her grandmother. Once the elderly Chapman died, Sarah simply held onto some semblance of a life until she met Squire and they married.
“Granny gave me a book that had been in the family since the 1800s,” began Sarah as she reached into a duffle bag and retrieved the well-worn book. “I know it’s dark, so you can look at it tomorrow. It’s called Travels and Adventures, 100 Fireside Tales. It was written in 1896, and it helped me understand where my family came from. You see, like the Boones, we were pioneers. In a way, more like nomads wandering from community to community. Johnny Appleseed, as history knew him, believed it was his destiny to teach people how to grow orchard trees, apples in particular. While the family traveled, they would stop for the night and tell stories—fireside tales.”
She handed the book to Tommy, who examined it before passing it around. “These pages have been turned a lot.”
“No doubt about that,” said Sarah with a chuckle. “I bet I’ve read those hundred stories a hundred times.”
“I’ve read them, too!” added Jesse.
“Me too!” said Rachel.
“No, you haven’t,” Jesse countered. “You only look at the pictures.”
“Well, I’ll read it soon enough. You’ll see!”
Carly stepped in to stop the sibling spat. “That’s enough, you two. Go ahead, Mom.”
“Anyway, I read these stories, but I also learned songs that Granny said were sung by the pioneers. Now, I don’t know for sure, but I do know some of them were kind of fun to sing when I was in Girl Scouts.”
Kristi chuckled. “Hey, I never knew you were a Girl Scout.”
“True story, for a couple of years, anyway. I’d go on camping trips and attend summer camp. Stuff like that. My second summer, I learned a camping song that Granny mentioned but couldn’t recall the words. It’s kinda silly, but it’s good for a few laughs.”
“Sing it, Grandma!” insisted Rachel.
“I don’t know,” Sarah said shyly.
Kristi encouraged her mother. “Yeah. Come on, Mom. We wanna hear it.”
“Okay, here goes,” she said as she set her paper plate on the asphalt behind her. She was sitting cross-legged on top of a blanket and adjusted her fanny to get more comfortable. She began. “I say boom—chukka—boom.”
“What? Mom, really?” asked Kristi.
Isabella started laughing as she enjoyed the interaction between Sarah and her family. She eventually stifled her laugh and regained her composure.
“Okay, I’ll start over,” said Sarah in all seriousness. “Now, whatever I sing, you guys do it, too.”
“Got it,” said Chapman. “We’re ready.”
Sarah took a deep breath. “I say boom—chukka—boom.”
“I say boom—chukka—boom,” said the group in unison, prepared to repeat each lyric.
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“All right?”
“All right!”
“Now slow,” said Sarah, slowing the pace. “I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
The rest of the group repeated it slowly, matching her cadence. “I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
Sarah picked up the pace. “Now fast. I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“Okay?”
“Okay!”
“One more time!”
“Oh, yeah!”
Sarah began again, using a singsong voice that elicited giggles all around. “I say boom—chukka—boom.”
“I say boom—chukka—boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“All right?”
“All right!”
“Now slow. I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“Now fast. I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“I say a boom—chukka-lucka—chukka-lucka—chukka boom.”
“Okay?”
“Okay!”
“We’re done!”
Jesse was the lone voice of insanity. “No! Let’s do it again!”
The groans of the adults were ignored as Sarah and the kids started the Boomchukka song one more time.
Following their meal, during the family’s lighthearted moments of singing and storytelling, they were able to forget about the travails that had led them to this point. They were able to put in the back of their minds the losses of Squire and Riverfront Farms. They repressed the memories and fear of earlier that day as they raced for their lives to avoid being sucked into the earth by a quake. Tomorrow was going to be a new day and, as the inscription on the back of Levi’s compass read, they’d learned to accept that every adventure requires a first step.
 



Chapter 5
Raven Rock Mountain Complex
Liberty Township, Pennsylvania
 
There was a point in time when a second cold war was brewing between the United States and Russia. President Vladimir Putin was hell-bent on expanding Russia’s borders in an attempt to reconstitute the former Soviet Union. He’d instituted election reforms within the Moscow government that virtually assured him the ability to remain president for life. And throughout these geopolitical machinations, conflicts with the West arose, reminiscent of the decades-long Cold War of the twentieth century.
During this period, Russian state TV leaked a map of potential United States military targets in the event the Kremlin chose to launch their nuclear missiles. One of the sites was the Raven Rock Mountain Complex near the Pennsylvania-Maryland state line.
Certainly, the complex could’ve been on the former Soviet Union’s hit list, as it had originally been built during the onset of the Cold War during the Truman administration. Dubbed Site R by the military, it also took on the nickname Harry’s Hole, a moniker referring to the former president.
Like its more well-known counterpart, the Cheyenne Mountain Complex outside Colorado Springs, Colorado, Raven Rock was built to withstand a nuclear attack by Russia or any of America’s adversaries.
However, President Grant Houston and the nearly five thousand high-level government officials and their families faced an even greater threat than a Russian Tuo95 MS16 bomber dropping multiple nuclear warheads on top of it.
Raven Rock was flooding.
“This way, Mr. President!” shouted the leader of his Secret Service detail.
The president ran through the vehicle entrance connecting Portal B, one of the west entrances, to Raven Rock. The east entrances, Portals C and D, had been breached by rising floodwaters. To say the flooding began as a ripple effect of the rapidly rising Atlantic Ocean would be an understatement.
Scientists were baffled by the profound impact the fast pole shift had on the face of the planet. One likened it to setting a block of ice in the middle of Death Valley in July. Only, the ice, as it rapidly melted, didn’t evaporate into the atmosphere due to the heat. Rather, it melted and spread. Just like a roof leak, water finds a way to its lowest point until it accumulates and spreads. That was what was happening on the planet.
The Arctic sea ice melted at an unfathomable rate. Glaciers broke off and made their way into the Atlantic Ocean, altering currents and having a profound impact on the weather. The geostorms might have destroyed power grids, but the weakened atmosphere allowed in cosmic rays that resulted in continuous heavy downpours across the Northern Hemisphere.
As a result, sea levels rose and the nation’s lowlands flooded. The rising waters consumed America’s great coastal cities and then its heartland, leaving nothing but an archipelago of mountaintops surrounded by a deep expanse of water.
As Chesapeake Bay and the Potomac River became one, Washington, DC, suffered the same fate as the mythical Atlantis. Clarke Lake, a tributary of the bay that stretched toward Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, widened until it overflowed its banks. The water searched for the fertile farmlands of southern Pennsylvania, joining with newly formed lakes and swollen creeks.
The famed Gettysburg battlefield was consumed. The residents of small towns across the regions sought higher ground. And the waters found their way to one of the most secure sites in America’s government—Raven Rock.
It was a threat that couldn’t be countered with missiles or bombers or cyber attacks. It was an Act of God, or Mother Nature’s wrath, or quite simply, geologic history repeating itself.
“How can this happen? You’re supposed to keep us abreast of what’s happening!” yelled the president.
The subject of his ire was Lieutenant Colonel Harrison Billings, the commander of the 1111th Signal Battalion, known throughout the military as the Signal Masters of the Rock. He was responsible for maintaining communications with the outside world and general information gathering during a crisis.
For decades, the 1111th had war-gamed a vast number of military scenarios, including some natural disasters. They’d never imagined floodwaters rising to over a thousand feet above sea level. Nor had the engineers of Raven Rock who designed the complex in the 1940s or expanded it after the turn of the century.
“I’m sorry, Mr. President, but the challenges created by the power outage caught us all off guard. While the military’s intra-communications apparatus was shielded from the barrage of solar activity, the rising waters have taken out our reporting stations on the ground.”
“What about the satellites?” asked the president before adding, “They were feeding us information yesterday.”
The heavyset colonel struggled to keep up with the quickly moving entourage. “Yes, sir. However, the transmission signals have become garbled due to solar interference. NASA and Cheyenne Mountain are doing everything they can to continually adjust our receivers and modify the orbits of the low-Earth satellites, but it’s like playing a game of whack-a-mole. As soon as calibrations are determined and implemented, conditions in the atmosphere change.”
“This way, sir!” The Secret Service led him into the west power plant and up a noticeable incline. Ahead, several uniformed military personnel stood near a nondescript double-door entrance. The president continued his questioning as they hustled up the hill.
“I was told the rain had stopped and the skies had cleared. Those same people told me the floodwaters would recede. Isn’t the water going down?”
Billings paused before responding, “No, sir. It continues to rise.”
The president abruptly stopped and met the colonel, who was out of breath. “What?”
Billings took a deep breath. “Sir, the floodwaters are not abating despite the cessation of rainfall across North America. I’m told by NOAA that this may take some time.”
“How long?”
“Unknown, sir.”
The president stared at the bearer of bad news for a long, uncomfortable moment before he was interrupted by his security detail.
“Sir? This way, please.”
They opened a solid steel, unmarked security door. The president was ushered into another darkened corridor, where the smell of food immediately entered his nostrils. The murmur of voices could be heard, growing louder as they moved up a slight incline in the sterile hallway to another set of metal entry doors.
Two uniformed soldiers awaited their cue to open the doors as the president arrived. As they did, the president gasped when he saw what awaited him on the other side.
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His gaze was returned with the blank stares of despondency. A thousand-plus high-ranking officials of the U.S. government and their families were huddled in the once-spacious mess hall at the end of E Building. Raven Rock’s administrative facilities, housing, and support functions were contained within a five-wing, waffle-weave complex. The highest point of the entire facility, located at the westernmost end of Raven Rock, was E Building.
“What’s going on here?” the president asked his escorts.
Colonel Billings spoke in a hushed tone. “Sir, the housing units on the lower levels, ordinarily considered the safest from nuclear attack, have begun to flood. We’ve systematically relocated the facility’s guests into the military quarters according to their rank and status within your administration. The other, lower-level personnel are sharing the mess hall and attached corridors with those assigned to Raven Rock on a permanent basis.”
The president took a deep breath and shook his head as he moved slowly through the people crammed into the space. “They can’t live like this.”
“Sir, at the moment, subject to the information you’re about to receive in your briefing, we have no other options.”
“Why aren’t we going to the temporary PEOC?” asked the president. PEOC was an acronym for the Presidential Emergency Operations Center located in a bunker-like structure beneath the East Wing of the White House. At Raven Rock, it was buried deep in the mountain.
“Sir, the floodwaters have filled underground reservoirs, causing seepage through the sedimentary limestone. This facility, like Cheyenne Mountain, was built utilizing the granite and limestone for structural walls. To put it simply, the water is finding its way to an opening. In this case, it’s Site R.”
The president shook his head in disbelief as he walked past a mother and two weeping children. It was oppressively hot and humid in the mess hall due to the lack of sufficient airflow. The industrial air intakes and cooling towers were overworked in their efforts to provide fresh air to the facility.
Two of the Secret Service personnel pushed past the president and the colonel to approach another set of steel doors. They cleared away several people who’d sat on the floor with their backs propped against the entryway. Billings also stepped in front of the president and used his security badge and retina scan to open the biometric locks.
“Where are we going?” asked the president.
“My office, sir. Future briefings will be conducted here.”
After the entourage entered the colonel’s suite of offices, the doors were shut and the sounds of mumbling from the mess hall were blocked out. The president breathed a sigh of relief as he closed his eyes and reopened them, hoping to erase the despair he’d just witnessed. As he did so, a vision of his former lover and chief of staff, Angela O’Donnell, filled his mind. She was his rock. A force of stability upon which he could lean in difficult times. Now she was gone.
She’d betrayed him, or actually, was it the other way around? They’d often lain in bed together, wrapped in each other’s naked bodies, dreaming of a simpler life outside of politics and the public eye. Certainly, he’d have to divorce his wife, but that happened all the time in private life. When he’d sent for his wife to be retrieved from California and brought to Raven Rock, O’Donnell saw their dreams of a life together evaporate. She acted upon the dream, leaving him behind without a proper goodbye.
The evening before, his aide reported the findings of a National Security Agency investigation as to her whereabouts. They’d traced her driver’s route to Hyde Field and the chartered Learjet. From there, her travels were easily recreated to New Zealand and tiny White Island located off the coast of Auckland.
As the findings of the investigation were relayed to him, President Houston inwardly cheered her on, regretting that he’d missed the opportunity to run away with his lover, but proud of her for taking the step on her own.
Cheers turned to tears when the closing line in the tragic comedy was delivered. As had been reported in his continuous briefings, the planet was undergoing cataclysmic geological changes. Earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions were frequent occurrences. The same was true in the South Pacific as the Antarctic continent withered under the uncharacteristic heat and warming oceans.
Two days prior, an unexpected phreatic eruption of the volcano on White Island released superheated steam and noxious volcanic gases into the air. The subsequent explosion of the volcanic plug, a crusty covering created when magma hardens within a vent of an active volcano, launched rock and ash into the air.
The crater rim collapsed and rolled into the Bay of Plenty, consuming everything in its path, including the modest oceanfront villa occupied by his lover. All one hundred eleven souls on the island were killed.
President Houston was shown to a conference room next door to the colonel’s office. Inside, the morose faces of Nola Taylor with NASA and Secretary of Homeland Security Marc Ducci greeted him. A handful of staffers from FEMA as well as a representative of the Joint Chiefs of Staff were present.
“Good morning, Mr. President,” greeted Ducci in a somewhat chipper tone of voice. Ducci, who disliked O’Donnell, had been present when the president was briefed on her demise. President Houston couldn’t help but detect a smirk come across his longtime political associate’s face when he heard the fate she’d suffered.
The president, still profoundly affected by the scene in the mess hall, responded curtly, “Mornin’.”
Ducci wasted no time as he powered on several monitors that revealed satellite images of the continental United States. He nodded to Taylor, who joined him near the monitors while the rest of the attendees took a seat after the president lowered himself into a chair at the head of the table.
An aide offered him a cup of coffee and he declined. Then another aide brought him a large tray of pastries to choose from. The president paused and tilted his head as he studied the croissants, muffins, and cheese Danishes.
“You know what? Take these out there. Give them to the kids.”
“But, sir.” One of the aides mistakenly questioned the president’s directive. He was quickly cut off and dismissed from the room.
“Did I stutter?” the president shot back. His mood turned surly and combative.
Ducci glanced at Taylor and then looked back toward the president so that the two men locked eyes. If they’d spoken their thoughts aloud, Ducci would’ve heard the president say, you’re gonna wish Angela were still around to keep me calm.
Instead, the president instructed Ducci to get started. “I wanna know how this facility got compromised so suddenly and without warning.”
“Mr. President,” began Ducci in response, “while Raven Rock is a marvel of structural engineering, the design team of the last century never envisioned being consumed by a flood of biblical proportions.”
“So how long will it be before we start to drown in this elaborate cave?” asked the president sarcastically.
Taylor stepped forward to save Ducci from the president’s ire. “Sir, NOAA has just reported that the rains have stopped across the continent, and although the Atlantic Ocean is still slowly rising and moving inland, the rate of land coverage has dropped considerably.”
The president didn’t have a bone to pick with Taylor. On the contrary, he admired her very much and had come to rely upon her for information and advice. For the first time, he referred to her by her first name, something that didn’t go unnoticed by the attendees.
“Nola, help me wrap my head around all of this. Just how high have the sea levels risen?”
“Sir, if I may, I’d like to show you a computer-generated rendering of water levels across North America. Of course, these are not precise. However, based upon the topography as modified by the earthquakes along the Cumberland Mountains, the New Madrid fault line, and in the Rockies, we feel it provides a fair overall assessment.”
Taylor used a mouse positioned at the end of the conference table to navigate through a series of images until she found the one she wanted. A topography map of North America appeared with an overlay showing the borders of Canada, Mexico, and the lower forty-eight states.
“My god,” muttered the president.
 



Chapter 7
Raven Rock Mountain Complex
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NASA’s Nola Taylor studied the map for a moment and then turned her attention back to the president. “Yes, sir. It is quite dramatic. Obviously, the visible land masses have been color enhanced to various shades of earth tones representing relative elevations to their surroundings. The waters range in shades of deep blue and turquoise representing the two oceans and the Caribbean Sea, as well as the primary blue tones indicating rivers and lakes.”
The president pointed toward the center of the screen. “Um, is that the Mississippi River?”
“Yes, sir,” she replied. “In the north, the Mississippi was rerouted slightly. Ordinarily, it extends into Minnesota, where it reaches its widest point of eleven miles. However, the waters of the Great Lakes rose dramatically as a result of the heavy rainfalls in the Midwest and melting snow and ice from the Arctic. Most of Michigan is underwater, as is northwestern Indiana. Lake Michigan, as you’ve been advised, flooded the entirety of Chicago and eventually merged with the Mississippi River.”
“Louisiana?” asked the president.
Taylor, a native of the Pelican State, sighed. “The mouth of the river expanded from Biloxi, Mississippi, all the way to Corpus Christi, Texas. Inland, the rising waters of the gulf left only a brief sliver of the state near Texarkana intact. The rest, sir, is under water.”
The president detected Taylor, whose family named her for New Orleans, the acronym for the city and state, becoming emotional. “Nola, are you okay?”
“My apologies, sir. I have, um, had family in Baton Rouge.”
The president shook his head and grimaced. “Don’t give up hope. We are a nation of survivors. Maybe there’s something we can do?” He glanced at Ducci, who shrugged.
“That’s okay, sir. We’ll sort it out when the time comes.”
Ducci gently patted her on the shoulder and motioned for her to sit. He returned to the graphic to continue the presentation. “The rise in sea levels is impossible to gauge at this point without ground-based measuring devices. By our best estimates, coastal terrain up to a former level of a thousand feet above sea level has been inundated by oceans on both coasts. Inland, unimaginable flooding from the rains has saturated the ground and created lakes and rivers where none existed before, similar to what we’re experiencing here in Southern Pennsylvania.”
The president interrupted with a question. “Now that the rain has stopped, won’t these newly formed bodies of water recede back into the ocean?”
“Not necessarily, sir, according to the USGS. Geologic formations create basins similar to a bathtub in a house. Some waters simply have no place to go, which is why lakes form at high altitudes and don’t drain to lower bodies of water. What you see on the map in areas like the Great Salt Lake in Utah are a product of this incredible flood event. What were once valleys are now lakes or rivers. Creeks have turned to rivers. Ponds have become lakes, and so on.”
“What’s happening on the west coast?” he asked.
“Sir, obviously the low-lying coastal areas were the hardest hit. Florida is covered in water except the northernmost parts of the state. Coastal California, Oregon, and Washington experienced the same fate. The west coast of Canada and the U.S. was rollicked by a massive underwater earthquake emanating from the Aleutian Islands. The seismic shift created a wall of water, an eight-hundred-foot tsunami, that swamped the three westernmost states and found its way to Hawaii without warning. Millions of people died as a result.”
“What else is the USGS saying?”
“Due to the seismic activity prevalent along all known fault lines, chasms that opened up in the earth were quickly filled with water. On the one hand, these newly formed cracks have helped relieve flooding in some areas, although to the detriment of those who lived near the quakes.”
Ducci paused and gathered himself before continuing with one final bit of information. “We even experienced a volcanic eruption in Vermont.”
“A volcano? Vermont?”
“Yes, sir.”
The president waggled his finger at the map shown on the monitor. “All of this change in topography I’m looking at. Is this permanent? I mean forever?”
Ducci sighed. “Maybe. Neither the USGS nor NOAA is willing to declare the catastrophe to be over. We may experience these cataclysmic events for years or, as history has proven, hundreds or thousands of years. Sir, this might just be the opening salvo.”
President Houston buried his face in his hands and began to rub his temples. “What about the poles? Are they still shifting? And what about the so-called multiple poles that the NASA people postulated?”
Taylor had recovered from her emotional moment and was now fully engaged. “Sir, we’re experiencing an unprecedented level of cooperation between the scientific communities of nations around the globe. Everyone is sharing data as we try to give world leaders something to make decisions by. Unfortunately, it’s still too early to reach a definitive prognosis of our planet’s condition.”
Frustrated, the president asked, “How am I supposed to help people?”
None of his advisors offered a response.
The president didn’t wait for someone to suggest a solution, so he began to explore his options aloud. “Okay, if I can’t formulate an overall recovery plan for the American people, at least I can do something to alleviate the strain placed on the families within my care here at Raven Rock. Besides, it’s apparent this facility is compromised by floodwaters seeping through the rock formations anyway. What does FEMA have in mind for evacuating and relocating refugees from flooded or earthquake-stricken areas?”
Ducci responded, “As the waters began to rapidly rise, we repositioned FEMA assets to higher ground in the Appalachian Mountains in the eastern U.S. as well as the Rockies in the west. The vast majority of the refugees arrived on foot or by alternative means of transportation.”
“Do we have the capability to add more?”
“Yes, sir, but logistics are an issue. There are several camps established near Bluefield, West Virginia. Also, a small joint supply depot shared between FEMA and the Army is located along the Kentucky-Virginia border in the Cumberland Mountains. It was not established as a refugee camp but rather as a staging area for FEMA relief efforts in the mid-Atlantic states.”
“Does it have housing facilities?”
“It would be tents only, sir.”
The president leaned forward in his chair and rubbed his hands together. “What is the logistics issue, Marc?”
“Sir, frankly, you can’t get there from here. This is a problem for our military and FEMA recovery assets around the nation. We used to be a nation connected by a vast system of interstates and highways. Now the most effective means of transportation is by boat. Our nation’s military planners never imagined this eventuality.”
The president stood. “Well, there’s no time like the present. Get me the Secretary of the Navy on a feed where we can all participate. Also, expand the housing facilities at this location in the Cumberland Mountains and the others closer to us here in the Appalachians. I want you to find a place for these folks in the mess hall to live besides on the floor.”
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The sun rose on the second day of the Boone family’s adventure atop the Pinnacle Overlook. Chapman and Isabella had taken the early morning security rotation. It was uneventful except for the screech of an owl that frightened Isabella. She’d never heard one before and immediately thought they were under attack. Chapman calmed her down, and the two spent most of the time discussing their whirlwind romance and how much life they’d lived in a very short period.
They stood alone on the overlook, admiring the sun’s rays glistening atop the water that had filled the Cumberland Gap. Below them used to be the tiny town of Cumberland Gap in Claiborne County, Tennessee. The historic tourist destination had been home to roughly five hundred Tennesseans prior to the flood. Now it was completely submerged under water.
This was the case for all the cuts and valleys through the lower end of the Cumberland Mountains as far as the eye could see. Chapman had retrieved the binoculars from the Mustang so he and Isabella could take turns studying the devastation that morning.
To the southwest, the mountain range continued toward the Cumberland Plateau, where the ridgeline eventually gave way to the Nashville Basin of Middle Tennessee. Off in the distance toward Virginia, the Appalachian Mountains rose out of the water, partially obscuring the rising sun. In between the two mountain ranges, the high ground revealed itself as tree-covered islands separated by a lake that stretched as far as the eye could see.
Isabella lowered the binoculars and looked across the horizon. “Do you think they are all dead?”
Chapman wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. The two of them hadn’t talked about what the rising waters meant for the Caribbean Islands, especially Saint Martin, where her parents resided.
“I don’t think so,” replied Chapman truthfully. “The waters rose quickly, but not so fast that they couldn’t make it to higher ground in time.”
Isabella wasn’t so sure. “Nobody came to this higher ground. The people. The ones we saw running for safety. They all died.” Her voice trailed off as she spoke.
Chapman sensed what she was thinking. “Um, your parents. They were on the French side of Saint Martin, right?”
Isabella nodded her head. Her eyes began to tear up.
Chapman had covered Hurricane Irma in 2017 when it crushed the island shared by both the Netherlands and the French. He recalled the topography of the French, or northern, side of the island. “I was there once. I remember taking a camera crew to a very high point on the French side of the island to film Hurricane Irma as it approached many years ago.”
Isabella wiped a few tears off her cheek with the back of her hand. She nodded as she spoke. “Oui. Pic du Paradis, Paradise Peak, is the highest point. It is over one thousand feet above sea level. This is near my parents’ home called Villa Pic Paradis.”
Chapman smiled and hugged her again. “They’re safe, then. I’ll bet they avoided the rising waters.”
Isabella shrugged. “I do not know how they will eat or take care of themselves. My parents are getting older.”
Chapman turned her around so they were face-to-face. “I’ve heard enough about your family to know they have a survival instinct just like you do. Trust them to fight to survive.”
She smiled and allowed a few tears to stream off her face. She stood on her toes to kiss Chapman, subconsciously wrapping her hands around her stomach to comfort her nerves. “Okay, Monsieur Boone. I believe in you, so I will also believe in them.”
“Hey, lovebirds!” shouted Kristi from the trail as she came bounding down the flagstone pavers. “Good thing I wasn’t the boogeyman or some such.”
“Yeah, yeah!” shouted Chapman in return. Isabella quickly regained her composure and greeted Kristi, who was in a jovial mood. Because Levi had taken her spot in the night watch rotation, she got the most sleep.
“Mom and the kids are awake. Brooke took off to do chimpanzee things, like swinging from trees and aggravating Tommy, who was trying to sleep in.”
“Good,” said Chapman jokingly.
Kristi walked past them to enjoy the sunrise. “If it wasn’t so surreal, this view would be incredibly beautiful.”
Chapman took Isabella by the hand and walked back to the overlook platform. “I don’t know how many people lived down there, but surely they found a way to make it to higher ground. Yet nobody came up here but us.”
“That we know of,” said Kristi as she leaned over the railing to look down the cliff. “Check it out. It’s straight down from here.”
Chapman wandered over to the map indicating points of interest. “The only real town to speak of was Middlesboro. I don’t see how anyone could’ve survived the earthquake and the floodwaters that filled the void.”
“Me either,” said Kristi softly. “Kinda weird, actually. It’s almost like we’re all alone. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”
Chapman handed her the binoculars so she could take a look around. “That we know of. I’ve been thinking about that as we walked around last night. What are we gonna do if someone shows up?”
“As it happens, Mom has started a list of things to talk about after breakfast. Also, I’d better give you a heads-up on something I overheard. As always, Levi and Carly have banded together on something we might not all agree on.”
“What’s that?” asked Chapman.
“Whether this is the place to stay long term, or should we consider moving on?”
Isabella was puzzled by this suggestion. “Move? To where? Why?”
Kristi sighed as she responded, “I know those two. I’m sure they have a very valid reason, if they do say so themselves.”
Chapman hadn’t forgotten the strain caused at Riverfront Farms over the decision to remain or move on. He grumbled, “Great. Here we go again.”
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In the early days of America’s founding, pioneers longed to explore the frontier with an eye toward expanding settlements beyond the original thirteen colonies. Men like Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett became legendary explorers along with others such as Meriwether Lewis and William Clark.
In America, the frontier had assumed a deep significance in the development of the future nation. In modern pop culture, the concept of pioneering and exploring a new frontier depicted strong characters and families setting off for adventure and undertaking daring feats of bravery. The stories produced tales of bravery and tenacity in the face of the unknown, whether it be historical accounts from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries or futuristic science fiction made popular by television series like Star Trek.
In reality, the development of America came in a series of phases. First, there were the European explorers. Spanish expeditions led by Coronado, Ponce de Leon, and de Soto, who traveled from Florida, across the Southeastern United States and eventually reached California. A wide arc, considered the northern rim of the vast Spanish empire in North America, eventually stretched from Florida to San Francisco. By the time of the nation’s founding, Spanish settlements made up the majority of the Southwest.
Not to be outdone, the French also wanted a piece of the pie known as the New World. After settling the first permanent French outposts in Nova Scotia and Quebec, the French presence quickly spread into the interior of America with settlements along the Mississippi River and its tributaries all the way down to the Gulf of Mexico. Spurred on by the lucrative fur trade, the French expanded their trading and military posts to include Montreal, Detroit, Mobile, and New Orleans.
By the 1800s, the French, Spanish and even the Russians in the Pacific Northwest had staked their claim in North America. However, their reigns would be short-lived, relatively speaking. America was settled on the east coast by the English. Once the first beachheads were established along the Atlantic Coast during the 1600s, the English settlers began to move slowly and methodically to the west.
By the 1750s, the new Americans edged across the Appalachian Mountains. Led by pioneers like Daniel Boone, they fought rough terrain, hostile Indians, and unexpected disease to forge trails to the west.
Reports of fertile lands and abundant wildlife made their way back to England. King George’s British Army, with the assistance of the colonists, embarked on a seven-year military struggle known as the French and Indian War, resulting in a stunning victory for England. By the time the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1763, the French and Spanish had been defeated, resulting in England gaining control over eastern Canada, Florida, and all lands west to the Mississippi.
The irony of England’s great victory was that the triumph led to one of the most spectacular eras of frontier expansion in the history of man, but the costs associated with the war soon led to the American Revolution.
After the Revolutionary War was won, independent-minded colonists began moving into Tennessee, Kentucky and western Pennsylvania to establish new settlements. Decade after decade brought expansion to beyond the Mississippi River, into Texas, and eventually across the Rockies to Oregon and California.
History tends to summarize these impressive accomplishments with a paragraph here and there in a textbook or blog post. However, the oft untold story of enormous personal loss and pain was glossed over. Life was brutal for the early pioneers, many of whom died during this period of westward expansion. The famous rallying cry, Go West, Young Man, oftentimes resulted in said Young Man never growing old.
In modern times, those interested in stories of a dystopian or post-apocalyptic world dreamed of a simpler life. The thought of a world without electricity and the modern conveniences they’d grown accustomed to actually excited them. The challenge was relished. It was part of the American spirit. America’s pioneering ways were inherently built into her citizens’ DNA.
However, unlike the pioneers of old who understood how to live without electricity and modern conveniences that hadn’t been invented yet, those thrust back into an eighteenth-century way of living as a result of the pole shift and the devastating geostorms that followed were in for a rude awakening. The realities of settling into a pioneering way of life would prove too difficult for some, except those who possessed it in their DNA, like the Boones.
Chapman finished off the breakfast du jour, oatmeal and apples topped with cinnamon. He noticed the portion provided by Sarah and Carly to everyone was smaller than what they’d become accustomed to during their exodus from Riverfront Farms. He didn’t say anything, but as he glanced at the faces of the others, who ate in silence, he was reminded of the fact there were lots of mouths to feed and a daily dwindling supply of oatmeal and apples.
“Thanks, Mom,” he said, and he kissed his mother on the cheek.
She accepted his kiss and smiled. Her eyes looked tired. Not from lack of sleep but more so from concern. Despite the turmoil during the trip to the Cumberland Gap, Sarah had managed to control her bouts of anxiety. Perhaps the nonstop threats distracted her, Chapman thought to himself. Now, with the prospect of getting settled in one spot before them, the realities of the daunting task had begun to consume her.
Sarah stood and gathered up the Styrofoam bowls and plastic spoons from everyone. After past meals, they had been discarded as trash. This time, Chapman noticed, she stacked them neatly and set them on the fender of the trailer attached to the Scooby van. He realized she planned on washing them for use later.
Chapman’s mind raced in those few seconds before Sarah addressed the group. There were no more Walmarts or Kroger stores. They couldn’t throw away their used Styrofoam plates because they couldn’t be replaced. What about dish soap? What happens when the bottles of Dawn run out? Will we eat off dirty dishes?
His pulse began to race. He’d chased storms and been chased by them as well. He couldn’t remember a time when anxiety and fear had overtaken him like it was in this very moment. He took a deep breath and held it. His eyes grew wide. Shit! We might be in real trouble here.
“Okay, everybody,” began Sarah. “Isabella, you just came off patrol. Do you need to get some sleep?”
“No, thank you. I am fine.”
Sarah nodded and smiled. “Would you mind taking Rachel and Jesse down to the overlook? Maybe the kids would like to take in the view?”
“Yeah!” they shouted in unison before Jesse laid out the day’s plans. “Rachel and me were talking about it. We’d like to do some exploring like Uncle Daniel.” The group laughed, as young Jesse had picked up his father’s habit of referring to their distant relative as uncle.
Isabella gave Sarah a knowing wink. She sensed an adults-only conversation was about to occur, and young minds didn’t need to be burdened with matters outside of their control. She took the binoculars back from Kristi, retrieved her rifle, and allowed Jesse, together with a chatty Brooke, to lead the way through the tree canopy along the flagstone path.
Sarah retrieved a notepad and pencil from the front seat of the Scooby van. When she returned, the group was gathered around the smoldering fire, respectfully allowing her to lead the family discussion.
“We have lots to go over, so I took some time last night and early this morning to organize my thoughts. As we review my list, I always want us to remember where we came from and how we got here. The decision to leave our home was not easy. The road to this point was the most difficult and frightening experience of my lifetime. But that said, we’re all alive and in one piece. I intend for us to keep it that way. Now, let’s get started.”
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“After Chapman’s alarming voicemail, Carly and I immediately put our heads together. Naturally, Squire pooh-poohed any thoughts of preparing for the apocalypse. Admittedly, in the past I was somewhat skeptical about the days of Armageddon described in Revelation. I personally don’t think we’re there yet, but instead, somewhere in between my dear husband’s approach of beating our chests chanting we’re Boones and the riding of the Four Horsemen.”
The group laughed along with Sarah as she tried to set the stage for a very serious conversation. The Boone family was comprised of strong-willed, opinionated individuals, each of whom had a unique perspective. Tommy was certainly included within the family unit as a result of his relationship with Kristi, but usually did not lead the charge when it came to decision-making, although his contributions had been lifesaving in many ways.
Carly commented on those initial hours and days after Chapman rang the clarion bell. “That’s a trip to Walmart I’ll never forget. Most everyone in the store was clueless. Mom and I went about our business, loading the cart like a couple of hoarders. Neither one of us cared what others thought about us.”
Sarah picked up from there. “To be honest, we sat down and made a list before we left. It was a checklist based upon common sense. You know, what are our daily needs as they relate to water, food, medicine, shelter, security. Stuff like that. That said, I think the most important thing Carly and I did was get our heads on straight.
“All of my family, including Tommy and Isabella, even our critters, are survivors. We’re not gonna lie down and get steamrolled by anything. The Boones may not have been at the Alamo, but if Davy Crockett had asked, we would’ve gone with our muskets leading the way. Well, right now, on this mountaintop, we’re facing a similar fight. Sure, we have things—inventions like can openers and fancy guns. However, everything Carly and I acquired, plus all of your contributions, are in short supply. It’s not a matter of wondering when this whole catastrophe will end. It’s a matter of will our old way of living ever get back to normal.”
“We have to learn to live like the pioneers,” offered Kristi, who immediately looked to Levi, who nodded in agreement.
“I’ll say this,” he began. “Not that it matters ’cause this ain’t a competition, but we’re a leg up on the rest of ’em. We just need to get started on the right footing and go from there. In a way, we’re like the pioneers except with a few special tools and a head start on taking care of ourselves. That head start will give us the time we need to set up a new homestead.”
Chapman began with the topic of security. “We were right to set up patrols during the evening. However, as Isabella and I discussed, it would be naïve of us to think that we’re the only ones who are seeking higher ground. We’ve got to expect that others will try to find their way up here, day and night.”
“He’s right,” said Levi. “Our patrols need to be ’round the clock. And we need to set up some additional security measures.”
“Like?” asked Sarah.
“First thing we all need to understand is the world is a much more dangerous place than it was before all of this started. The world we live in ain’t full of unicorns and rainbows. People will be desperate and mean. I’m not gonna take a chance with the lives of my children or you all because somebody got the jump on us.”
“Levi is right,” added Chapman. “The patrols are not enough. We need to do some things to deter others from coming up on us without us knowing about it. Maybe we could cut down trees and block the road and the walking trails leading to the top. At least any operable vehicles would be stopped, and even horses could be slowed down. Seconds matter if we’re being attacked.”
Sarah looked around at the surrounding forest. “We need these pines and lots of them if we’re going to build our new homes up here. If we clear an area around this knob we’re perched on, then we can see anyone approaching.”
“Agreed,” said Chapman. “That’ll make our patrols easier and allow us to set up defensive positions by creating cover on higher ground.”
Tommy joined in for the first time. “We need to confirm that the road was destroyed by the earthquake first. If it was, the vehicles are suddenly useless except as a means of storing things. We can use the gasoline for the chainsaws to cut down trees.”
“Even that’s limited,” Levi cautioned. “Gas is one thing; two-cycle oil and bar and chain oil are another. We only have one quart of each.”
“We can do it old school with the axes,” added Tommy. “At least on the smaller trees.”
Sarah was ready to move the conversation along. “Security is important, and interaction with other people is a whole ’nother topic of conversation that I plan on coming back to.” She glanced down at her list.
While she did, Chapman brought up the water situation. “We’re lucky to have a source of fresh water, but we need to learn more about it. Maybe Tommy and I can check it out after we’re done?”
“Yes, son. We need to consider other options, too. We also have to be careful about purity.” She reached into a duffle bag next to her and pulled out a device that looked like a thermometer.
“Oh yeah, I remember finding that thing in the camping section of Walmart,” interrupted Carly.
Sarah smiled and passed around the device to the others. “I’ve been using this since we left the house. This little digital water tester cost about fifteen bucks, but it could save our lives. Bad water will screw up our stomachs and cause us to become dehydrated. That’s really dangerous.”
“I’m surprised it works,” commented Chapman. “You’d think the geomagnetic storm activity would have harmed it.”
Tommy had a thought. “Maybe it survived because it doesn’t have an antenna? You know, no external wiring.”
Chapman shrugged and passed the water tester to Kristi.
“When I was in Africa, we all had something like this. Dysentery is the number one killer of people in those third-world countries.”
“Like ours, now,” quipped Tommy.
“Exactly.” Sarah took the floor. “I’ve confirmed the water coming into the building over there is safe. We still need to search for its source so we can determine how long the supply might last. At some point, we need to explore the surrounding areas and look for springs or other fresh water sources.”
Chapman changed the subject. “Mom, I couldn’t help but notice the portions were smaller this morning. It seems you’re already thinking about rationing.”
Sarah grimaced and addressed the issue of sustenance. “Son, Carly and I purchased food products with two things in mind. One was potential lack of refrigeration. We bought a lot of dry goods like oatmeal, beans, rice, and flour to make bread. All of those staples will run out eventually.”
“When?” asked Kristi.
Sarah hesitated before she answered, purposefully not making eye contact with Tommy. Their food and supply runs had been based upon the Boones’ immediate family. There were now two more mouths to feed.
“A few months, so it’s important we supplement our food supplies.”
“We can hunt,” Levi immediately suggested. “Fish, too.”
Sarah nodded. “Yes, and we should, although it seems like a mighty long hike down to the lake.” She laughed as she pointed her thumb over her shoulder toward the water-filled Cumberland Gap.
“How about foraging?” asked Kristi. “I know we’ve talked about this before, but we’re in survival mode. If there are abandoned homes or businesses around, we should get what we can before someone else does.”
“Good idea,” said Tommy. “It’ll spread us a little thin from a security standpoint, so we need to think it through.”
“The question is when,” added Chapman. “Plus, we have to consider the risk of the unknown.”
Sarah picked up her checklist again and made a suggestion. “This kind of gets into the whole division of responsibilities and levels of expertise thing. Plus, we have to identify priorities. I’ve come up with some work assignments.”
“Okay,” said Kristi.
“First, we need to work on a more permanent shelter. Sleeping in cars and horse trailers is not a long-term solution. This goes hand in hand with clearing space around our new spot. I’ve taken a look at the park’s restroom building. It has a great roof and is closed in on one side, with walls part of the way up the other two with block. If we could use logs to fill in the gaps, coupled with our tarps, I think we could make a shelter out of it.”
Kristi turned around and studied the facility again. “Makes sense. It’s certainly big enough for everybody. We can keep dry if it starts raining again, and we’d all be together in case something happened. Plus, the water and toilets are right there.”
“I like it,” said Chapman.
“Good,” continued Sarah. “Now, once that’s done, we need to start focusing on food. Levi and Carly are our most experienced hunters. They should handle those duties, which will also keep the both of them close to camp and their kids.”
Levi looked to Carly. “We agree. If I’m gonna hunt, it’ll be easier if I’m close by to bring the kill home. Plus, I can get here in a hurry to help with security.”
Sarah made check marks next to their names. “Next, I think we need to start this foraging process sooner rather than later. We’ll have two teams, Kristi and Tommy, Chapman and Isabella, who will be assigned to find out what’s around us. One team at a time and only a half-day journey at first. We’re not in a pickle food-wise. Let’s not take unnecessary risks.”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Tommy.
Carly looked to Kristi and then over to Chapman. “While y’all are out there, see if there is a better option than this one.”
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Chapman glanced at Kristi and then spoke to his mother without addressing Carly’s suggestion. He really wasn’t interested in getting into it with his brother and Carly again over where to live. It had been a tense several days at Riverfront Farms after the family’s home began to collapse into the sinkhole. During that time, arguments were frequent, as Levi and Carly insisted upon riding it out. Without satellite data and a geological survey of the rising waters, Chapman couldn’t confirm his theory. But he was certain much of Indiana was under water based upon what he’d observed thus far. He tried to speak in a way that would put off the discussion of leaving already.
“Mom, I think you’ve got a great plan, for starters. We’re all tired from a heckuva trip. We’ve gotta remember we just got here yesterday. We’ve barely caught our breath, so it might be a little too early to discuss leaving. What do you think?”
Carly disrespectfully spoke out of turn. “All I’m saying is that this location has several shortcomings, and before we spend a lot of energy and resources cutting down trees to build a place to live, maybe we oughta look around for other options. That’s all.”
Kristi tried to be the voice of reason while supporting both her mother and Chapman. “We’re kind of at a dead end up here. I think we can all agree that going back down the mountain to where the earthquake opened up is not doable. Our next option is to venture off into the woods in the hopes of finding a farm or something. I’m not saying that shouldn’t be done, but it could take time, and then how the heck are we gonna get our stuff there?”
“Just like the old days,” responded Levi. “We build a road. There are hiking trails all over the place according to the maps of the park we found. If we follow the trails, it might lead us to a better spot.”
Chapman tried not to be combative. “What’s wrong with this spot?”
Carly was a little sharper with her tongue. “For one thing, as y’all agree, this is a logical place for others to come to. We could be spending half our time turning people away or, worse, fighting them off.”
“We can deal—” began Chapman before she cut him off.
“Plus, I’m not sure we can plant up here. We’re on top of a mountain. The good soil has been stripped away over time and landed in the valleys down there. That’s why the old pioneers set up their farms and settlements in valleys—near creeks and fertile land.”
Chapman was trying to keep his cool. “Well, the valleys are full of water.”
“Maybe not all of them,” countered Levi. “All up and down the Cumberland Mountains, there are pockets in between hills and ridges that could be suitable to farming and setting up a place to live. We don’t need to be in a location accessible to whoever survived that quake. We don’t need easy access to other towns because they’re all gone. What we need is seclusion and suitable ground to get a new start. That’s what Squire and Daniel found when they crossed the Ohio into Indiana. He didn’t build his home up on the ridges of O’Bannon Woods State Park. He built his place along the banks of the river.”
Chapman didn’t want to argue, and he wanted to keep an open mind. Mostly, he just wanted to be settled. “It just seems fate has led us to the right place. This parking lot was ready made to build homes on. That structure over there gives us working plumbing and, at least for the foreseeable future, a source of clean, fresh water. Plus, we will have the ability to monitor what’s going on around us using the overlook.”
“How?” asked Sarah.
“Well, I talked with Isabella about this. We plan on charting the water levels with certain obvious markers to gauge whether it continues to rise or, hopefully, possibly goes back down. We can’t do that if we’re holed up in a valley in the middle of nowhere.”
Levi stood and stretched his back. “Listen, we can hike or ride our horses back up here anytime you want to take your measurements. But none of that will matter if we get overrun by people trying to take our stuff or we can’t grow crops in this rocky soil. We need to be smart about this.”
“Okay, okay,” said Sarah as she held up both of her hands. She didn’t want her sons at odds with one another. “You both make excellent points. Unfortunately, as long as we’re gonna remain a group, there has to be a decider. That would be me. So here’s what I think. Levi and Carly make great points about the location of our new home. When the Boone pioneers came through the Cumberland Gap and built settlements, they looked for good land and a source of water. Frankly, we only have one of those here and that may be in limited supply.
“However, that doesn’t mean we should discard the prospect of a more long-term solution. For now, let’s focus on what I outlined earlier. Security, a sturdy shelter, and supplementing our food supplies. Even if we find the perfect land, in a valley near a water source, as Levi and Carly suggested, it’ll take time to clear and build homes on. So, for a while, this is the best we’ve got.”
Carly joined Levi’s side and whispered in his ear. He was about to whisper back when Sarah interrupted them. She was perturbed.
“Everything on the table, you two.”
Carly closed her eyes and shook her head. Her frustration was coming out, and typically that meant her fiery personality came out with it.
 



Chapter 12
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
Carly pulled away from Levi and was about to speak when he squeezed her hand and looked at Sarah. “We’re still concerned about others. What’s the plan for when people from Middlesboro, or wherever, find their way up here?”
“That’s a good question,” Kristi responded. “We’ve just said our food supplies are limited, and shelter is a challenge. Are we gonna take people in? Or just give them a meal, pat them on the head, and tell them to go away?”
“This is our point,” said Levi. “We’re all good people here and naturally want to help our fellow man and all of that. But let’s get real. Every meal we give away to a stranger is a meal being taken away from one of us. I’ll be dogged if I’m gonna watch my kids starve while some fool who didn’t prepare for something like this stuffs his face with our oatmeal and apples.”
“What if they have something to offer?” asked Chapman, continuing to play devil’s advocate. “Let’s say somebody, or another group, comes along, and they have something we don’t have.”
“Like what?” asked Carly.
“What are some of the things you wish we had?” asked Chapman.
“Fertile land with a creek running through it,” she said sarcastically.
Chapman shot back, ostensibly speaking on behalf of the group, “Okay, we get it. Besides that.”
“Well, we need more food, obviously. There are things that would make our lives more comfortable, I suppose. But really, food is the biggest thing.”
Chapman smiled slightly as he was able to think of half a dozen reasons a larger group could make sense while Carly could only focus on one. Still, he wanted to be reasonable and conciliatory with her. They all needed to be rowing in the same direction.
“I’ve thought about this,” he began. “A lot, actually. At the end of the day, you can only count on and trust your family. I personally don’t think we need anyone else to upset what we have right here. So they’ll have to bring a lot of things to the table for us to take them in.”
“What do we do when they show up?” asked Kristi. “We can’t just shoot them.”
“Yes, we can,” said Carly half-jokingly.
“She’s kiddin’,” Levi quickly added, although not so sure. “Listen, let’s be brutally honest here. I murdered a man the other day in that tunnel. And you know what? I did it without giving it a second thought. I saw a guy waving a gun around and two shadows huddled against a wall, and I killed him. Boom. Done.”
“Are you saying we should shoot people who come near us?” asked Tommy.
“No, not necessarily, but think of it this way,” Levi replied. “Some guy or a family walks all the way up here with nothin’ but the shirts on their backs. His kids are cryin’ and his wife is all mopey and stuff. Are we gonna turn them away? I think we should ’cause they’re gonna beg to stay or ask for more to eat.
“Anyway, let’s say we turn them away and they walk down the mountain a bit. The mom keeps cryin’. The kids complain and squall even more. Their daddy starts to freak out and get desperate. Whadya think he’s gonna do? He’s gonna try to sneak back in and steal some food. Maybe he’s got a gun of his own and grabs one of my kids and threatens to kill ’em if we don’t feed his family? There’s no way I’m gonna let that happen.”
Chapman shook his head in disbelief. “Come on, Levi. Don’t you think that’s a little far-fetched?”
Before Levi answered, Kristi spoke up. “Actually, Chapman, not really. Tommy and I experienced something similar in his condo building. They wanted to take everything we had to ration it for others. They had guns, and we had to fight our way out of there. Desperate people do desperate things.”
Chapman stood and began to wander around the parking lot. He removed his cap and ran his fingers through his hair. The heat of the sun immediately began to warm his skin.
“We can’t shoot everyone who walks up here just because we think they’re gonna steal from us. Defending our lives is one thing. But killing for the sake of avoiding an awkward situation is another.”
“What if we give them a chance?” asked Tommy. “By that, I mean take them into custody, sort of. Disarm them and hear their story. Let’s see what they have to offer and question their intentions.”
Sarah nodded her agreement. “That sounds reasonable. What are you thinking?”
Tommy explained, “Well, we’ve talked a lot about the fact we’re not that much different than the pioneers from the old days. In a sense, that’s true. However, people are different. We lived in a polarized, dog-eat-dog world before this whole thing came about. I personally believe people are a lot meaner and therefore more dangerous than the old days. Therefore, we have to be really careful and assess each situation before we start shooting.”
Levi quizzed Tommy. “Okay, let’s take my scenario. Man with wife and kids strolls up the road empty-handed. Whadya do?”
“All right, let’s see. First, state your business. Turn over your weapons. Then we ask questions—who, where, what, why, etcetera.”
“What if they’re worthless to us?” asked Carly.
“Then we send them packin’ without their weapons. Nobody leaves here with weapons that they might use against us later.”
Chapman agreed. “The guy will be pissed that we took his guns, but at least we know we’ll be safe.”
Levi shrugged and nodded. “Okay, let’s suppose he’s unarmed, but he had a horse with some supplies. Maybe seeds, some food, and he’s a farmer. You know, just ’cause you have seeds doesn’t mean you can grow food.”
Sarah began to laugh. “Hey, that’s my DNA you’re talking about. If a Chapman can’t plant and grow food, he gets kicked out of the clan.”
The lighthearted moment helped ease the tension.
Tommy responded to Levi’s point. “We’ll have to take it on a case-by-case basis. Are they like-minded thinkers? I mean, we have to pull together to make this work. What skills do they have?”
Sarah offered another consideration. “Are they Christians?”
“Right,” said Tommy. “Listen, we’ve all heard of love at first sight.”
“Like you and my sister?” asked Chapman with a laugh.
Tommy couldn’t resist. “She hated me at first.”
“Still do,” said Kristi, accompanied by a playful punch to his arm.
Tommy made his point. “However, given time, a person’s true colors shine through. Being part of a family or a newly formed group is not much different. There will be differences, arguments, heated debates, betrayals, and various other emotional conflicts. That’s what family life is all about, sometimes. All of these disagreements will need to be addressed, particularly since any new members of the group are supposed to be like a second family to us.”
Carly made a good point. “Suppose after this honeymoon period, you know, where these new people have been on their best behavior and we start to see who they really are. What happens then? Do we kick ’em out, and if so, what happens when someone stops being a group member?”
“She’s right,” said Levi. “Some people are very good at hiding who they really are and, even after getting to know them, we may find out they’re a threat. If we kick ’em out, they may come back knowing everything about our setup.”
Chapman agreed. “Either way, whether we try to make it work or expel them, they’ll become a security risk.”
“Expanding our numbers may be an inherent risk we have to take,” said Tommy. “Here’s the thing. We’re in a long-term crisis scenario, one that may very well be permanent. It’s gonna require large amounts of labor for survival. I think it’s worth looking at any prospective member on a case-by-case basis, weighing their strengths and weaknesses, keeping in mind everyone has something to contribute, and find some who may be a good fit. It’s gonna be a tedious process, but the gains accomplished by having a larger, cohesive group of people we can depend on are immeasurable.”
Sarah closed the discussion with an ominous statement. “Our survival may depend on it.”
 



Chapter 13
Six weeks prior, the day the geostorm came
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
Doug Smith wasn’t sure he could do it. He slowly made the turn into the parking area of the Pinnacle Overlook, wheeling the Chevy pickup under tree branches that gently scraped the top of his Arctic Fox camper. He and his wife, Betty, had put tens of thousands of miles on the truck since they’d sold their drugstore in Rutledge, Tennessee.
For nearly a century, they’d been the lone pharmacy in the small East Tennessee town, but, like so many other rural communities, they’d received competition in the form of a bright, shiny new CVS pharmacy.
Half grocery, half variety store, the big-box retail druggists like Walgreens and CVS entered rural communities across the country, eventually putting mom-and-pop pharmacies like Smith Drugs out of business. CVS had offered to buy Smith out for a nominal sum of money that was insufficient to retire yet enough to avoid the appearance of being predatory. Smith refused the offer, and the couple decided to tough it out, relying upon the loyalty of their longtime customers in the community to support them.
For a while, the most loyal remained true to their promise of support. Gradually, however, as price comparisons were made and insurance claims were difficult to get paid, the customer base dwindled. In the end, the Smiths sold their drugstore for the value of its building, a historic structure that had stood proudly across the street from the Grainger County Courthouse. It was destined to be turned into an antique store.
Living off a modest retirement and their social security, the Smiths began to take vacations together with their beloved cat, Cherokee, named after the Indian tribe prevalent in that part of East Tennessee when it was settled by pioneers from North Carolina. They’d load up their pickup-camper combination and drive in all directions, visiting points of interest all across the country.
Their first trip, however, had been to the Pinnacle Overlook resting high above Cumberland Gap. The Smith family had been around upper East Tennessee for generations. They’d settled in small communities with names like Harrogate, Tazewell, and Washburn. They were a proud family, and like their neighbors, they enjoyed country living.
During that first outing, they’d brought along a Rand McNally Road Atlas, an oversized map book full of mileage charts, detailed city data, and tourism information. They’d sat around a campfire with their Coleman lantern and dreamt of places to visit in each of the lower forty-eight states.
Over the years of their retirement, they’d managed to hit many points of interest. State parks. National monuments. Museums and unique geological features. But then Betty fell ill.
At first, they’d noticed how she’d become fatigued, even weak at times. She found herself frequently dizzy, and her vision changed for the worse. Betty went to her optometrist, who quickly changed her eyeglass prescription and sold her a new pair. She advised Betty to rest her eyes more often and come back in six months.
The vision problems persisted, as well as the dizziness to the point she stumbled and fell while hiking on one of their adventures. The nasty sprain sidelined the couple for a while, during which time Betty began to feel sensations of tingling and numbness. Finally, after eight weeks of these reoccurring symptoms, Doug took her to Knoxville’s Baptist Hospital for help.
Betty was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, a chronic illness involving the central nervous system. Ordinarily, it was not seen as fatal. Betty and Doug held out hope that they could fight her MS. With therapy and medication, they managed her symptoms. Having MS was not necessarily a death sentence but, rather, a life shortener in most cases.
They continued to travel, although less frequently and for shorter stints. The two of them were judicious about taking medications and seeing her doctors. They did everything they were supposed to do until Betty contracted strep throat.
It was the height of flu season, and it had become painful to swallow. The Smiths had both received their flu shot at the CVS pharmacy, so they were comfortable she’d not contracted the virus. However, the Streptococcus bacteria had invaded her lungs and caused inflammation. The bacterial infection turned to pneumonia, and soon, Betty’s MS-weakened body began to give out.
It all happened so suddenly. A strong, healthy woman went from traveling the country with her husband and beloved cat to being diagnosed with MS and ultimately acquiring pneumonia. It was simply too much, and on the evening of the couple’s forty-ninth anniversary, Betty passed away in her sleep.
During that day, mustering all the strength her body and mind had, she shared her final wish with her husband. It was simple, yet complicated in some respects. “Finish our journeys. See all of the places we longed to visit. Come full circle to where we began.”
For weeks after Betty was laid to rest, Doug sat alone in his two-story home that had stood proudly behind the courthouse in Rutledge since the eighteen hundreds. He grieved in silence most days, only occasionally turning on the television to watch shows the couple had enjoyed.
Betty’s final wish weighed heavily on him. How can I deny her? This is what she wanted for me. However, it wouldn’t be the same without her.
Doug would sit up late into the night, eventually falling asleep with Cherokee in his lap. The next day, he’d repeat his activities of the day before. Until one morning, he glanced up at the wall and studied two cross-stitched signs that had been there for decades. You know, the type of tchotchke that adorned a home, seen so often it eventually was no longer seen.
One of them was a mainstay in many rural homes. It read God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and the wisdom to know the difference. The other cross-stitched sign was unique, and it also provided him a wake-up call.
It read Don’t die before you’re dead.
Simple words with a profound meaning. That was what Doug was doing. He was dying within. This was not what his dearly departed wife wanted for him. She wanted him to live. She wanted him to continue their journey. She wanted to, somehow, see their retirement plan through his eyes.
So Doug hitched up his big-boy pants, loaded the Arctic Fox camper with family photos, the journal they’d kept during their travels, and mementos of his life with Betty. He gathered up Cherokee and set out with the tattered and torn Rand McNally Atlas sitting on the passenger seat, where his navigator, Betty, once told him which road to take next.
These were the events in Doug Smith’s life that led him to the Pinnacle Overlook that day, and the end of his journey.
 



Chapter 14
Six weeks prior, the day the geostorm came
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
“Okay, big guy,” began Doug as he hoisted the heavyset tabby cat off his lap and onto the floor. As he poured a generous portion of Meow Mix into a bowl next to Cherokee’s water dish, Doug explained the game plan for the day.
“I’m not gonna be long, I promise. Your momma and I had a special spot on the trail that I wanna visit. That’s where we’d hang out in the morning and watch the sun rise over Virginia and light up the Cumberland Gap. I’d bring a thermos full of coffee and she’d have Ziplocs full of bear claws to munch on.”
Cherokee gripped her claws into the indoor/outdoor carpet that covered the camper’s floor and engaged in a nice long stretch.
Doug chuckled as he continued. “Yeah, I know. You’re just gonna sleep while I’m gone. Well, anyway, I’ve fired up the generator and turned on the AC for ya. You sleep, and when I come back, I’m gonna bust open a can of Chicken of the Sea tuna for us. I made some boiled eggs at home, and we’ll have tuna salad. Sound good?”
The tabby blinked and made her way to the Meow Mix without providing Doug much of a response. Cherokee was nearing sixteen years old, so nothing excited her much anymore.
After double-checking the generator and confirming all the doors were locked, Doug grabbed his hand-carved hickory stick and set out for a walk on the Pinnacle Overlook Trail. The eight-mile-long trail led from the parking lot along the top of the ridge for a mile and a half before making a downward turn toward the west. At the top of the ridge, the path was fairly level, running consistently at an elevation of twenty-two hundred feet. At the apex of the ridge, the trail took an abrupt left-hand turn with a gradual six-hundred-foot drop in elevation toward the road leading to the Pinnacle Overlook.
Doug patted the pocket of his Columbia Sportswear shirt where he’d tucked the small cross-stitched sign that had inspired his trip that day. The one that admonished him not to die before he was dead. It gave him strength to finish the dream he shared with his wife. He also brought a photograph the two of them had snapped in their secret spot, which was stowed away in his left pocket over his heart. Finally, in a small backpack they used for short hikes, he brought a thermos of coffee and a package of bear claws he’d made at home. He hadn’t quite perfected Betty’s recipe, but he came close.
As he started up the trail, Doug laughed off the lunacy of his adventure. In the days prior to his trip, the government had ordered the systematic shutdown of the power grid. He’d rushed out to the Mobil station and filled up the gas tanks on both of his trucks as well as all the gas cans he had in the garage.
The drive from Rutledge to the Pinnacle Overlook was only fifty miles, although it was over the river and through the woods, as he liked to refer to winding country roads. He had more than enough fuel in his tank and the gas cans to make the trip as well as run the generator for a couple of days.
Traffic was sparse due to the gas shortages. Most people stayed home, as he probably should have. But the message sent to him via the cross-stitched sign was too powerful. This was something he wanted to do. No, he needed to do it.
Emboldened by his self-affirmation, Doug picked up the pace, using the hickory stick as an aid to maintain support for his weak left knee, the one that needed replacing but would have to wait until after the power came back on.
It was extremely warm that day and dry. It hadn’t rained in East Tennessee for months, so Doug didn’t give the weather a second thought. He slathered on the sunscreen and donned his long-billed cap to shield his face from the sun as he made his way along the asphalt trail.
For thirty minutes, he strolled along the trail, reminiscing about his wife and their travels together. The days of working side by side in the drugstore were a distant memory, replaced by their days of freedom and exploration of America.
He tried to remember the trail and the place where the two of them had ventured off the beaten path. They were full of excitement that first day of their new adventure and giddy like schoolchildren when they ignored the warning signs and ventured into the woods. Doug and Betty weren’t exactly sure where they were headed and what they were looking for, but they continued through the trees nonetheless.
That was when they found it. Doug’s Rock.

One would have to have witnessed the sense of adventure exhibited by the two retirees as they scampered down the hill toward the hunk of granite dislodged centuries ago during some form of cataclysm or another. Like the pioneers of old, they’d found something they were certain had been left undiscovered by modern man. It became their place and was named after the man who’d made the discovery—Doug.
Once again, after years of travels, Doug Smith rediscovered his rock. He picked up the pace and used the trees to steady his descent to the rock that overlooked the Cumberland Gap. It was a private, serene spot in the middle of the woods, off the beaten path and hidden away from the trail.
He hoisted himself onto the moss-covered, twenty-foot-wide boulder and climbed on all fours until he could sit at the top.
Doug took a deep breath and exhaled as he recalled the days of sitting with Betty, sipping coffee and munching on the almond-covered delicacy. After a moment, he settled down and sat with his legs dangling over the front of Doug’s Rock, admiring the view.
During the next hour, while he finished the bear claws and drank the last of the coffee, Doug, like millions of other people around the Northern Hemisphere, was oblivious to the massive geomagnetic storm that engulfed the planet.
Modern electronic devices were fried. Vehicles became inoperable. Power grids were damaged beyond repair despite the president’s best efforts. The world had changed forever. And Doug Smith had no idea.
For another hour, he studied his wife’s picture and fumbled with the cross-stitched artwork. He pulled out his cell phone and planned on taking a picture or two for posterity, but vocally cursed himself for forgetting to charge his phone, although he was sure he had.
After another thirty minutes, he decided to head back to the camper. But first, a thermos full of coffee required his old body to relieve itself. Despite being in the middle of the woods with no one else around, Doug’s modesty dictated that he step around the back side of Doug’s Rock to pee.
Using his hickory stick to guide him, he steadied his feet before he unzipped his pants and let loose a steady stream of urine. Then, inexplicably, he became tickled. At first, he giggled; then he heartily laughed as he raised his face to the heavens and shouted to his beloved wife, “Look, honey. This is truly our rock now. I’m pissin’ on it!”
Doug Smith, perhaps due to his emotional, euphoric state, or because he became dizzy from looking upward too long, lost his balance on the pine needles of the forest floor. With his pants unzipped, he lost his footing and fell. His hickory stick rolled away from him, where it came to rest against a pine tree. His body tumbled downward. His clothing was ripped and torn by dropped tree branches. His body crashed against tree trunks and partially embedded granite until it came to a stop.
At the edge of a cliff.
 



Chapter 15
Five weeks prior, the day the rains came
Pinnacle Overlook Trail
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
Doug Smith had been knocked unconscious as a result of the fall. As he rolled down the ridge, he struck his head against trees, rocks, and the hard soil multiple times, moving his brain violently around in his skull. The repeated twists and pulls of his brain stem caused him to black out.
He was awakened by drops of water pelting his face. Slow at first, his now semiconscious state assumed he’d been rescued and water was being sprinkled onto his head to bring him out of his cloudy stupor. He was wrong.
It had begun to rain.
Regardless of the source of the water droplets, Doug was now fully aware of his predicament, as well as the pain that seared through his body. He forced open his eyes, somewhat thankful that it was approaching dusk. His head was throbbing from the pain, and he knew the bright sunlight would most likely send him over the edge, metaphorically speaking.
Because Doug Smith was on the edge, of a cliff, that is. His fall had led him to a rock outcropping that marked the end of the ridge overlooking the Cumberland Gap and the cliff that led to the dense forest below. Had it not been for the jagged rocks, he would have rolled over one time too many and plunged hundreds of feet to his death. For that, he was thankful for the jagged rocks.
It was also that same outcropping that had shattered both of his shinbones and grotesquely broken his left ankle. The pain from the breaks was so bad that his brain almost disregarded it as being impossible to endure. It wasn’t until Doug tried to push himself up the slope with his heels that his brain shouted—ouch, dammit! To put it mildly.
He began to shake uncontrollably from shock as the broken bones became too much to endure. Then Doug Smith passed out again.
The next morning arrived although it was hard to tell from the deluge of rain that had consumed much of the United States. What was once a glorious view of Virginia to the east had become a dark gray sky full of torrential downpours.
Doug was awake again, and the agonizing soreness was right there with him. Feeling helpless, he began to shout for help. It was a fruitless exercise. Even if the Pinnacle Overlook Trail had been full of hikers, it was unlikely they would have heard him, much less pinpointed his position. The edge of a cliff could be a frightening place, especially when it was rain-soaked and slippery. His cries for help were met with only silence.
The reality that nobody knew he was there was beginning to set in. He tried to find his cell phone in his pockets before giving up when he remembered the battery was dead. He repeated his shouts for anyone who could hear him until his throat became sore and hoarse.
He begged God to help him. He wished Betty was there to lend a helping hand. He wondered if his battered body had the strength to pull his way up the side of the ridge.
His brain raced faster than his heart, but it couldn’t produce a solution.
The rain continued, now creating steady streams of water flowing down the crevices in the ridge. As the day wore on, Doug tried to regain his strength and find his will to live. His injuries were excruciating, and he knew they would not go away.
There was a time just a few weeks before he returned to his travels when he’d sat in desolation and despair in his recliner at home. He wanted to die. He didn’t want to kill himself. He couldn’t bring himself to do that. He just wanted to die.
Now he had his chance. He could end it all by pulling himself over the jagged outcropping, saying goodbye to the proverbial cold, cruel world, and flinging his body to a certain death hundreds of feet below. It would have been simple. Painful. But simple.
Yet he couldn’t gather the courage to end it all. Not everyone was capable of suicide, and Doug Smith was one of them. So he tried to save himself.
He began to claw his way up the hill, grabbing at exposed tree roots and fallen limbs that weighed more than he did. Blocking the immeasurable pain out of his mind, his hopes brightened as he made slow but steady progress. He still tried to shout for help during his brief rest periods, to no avail. Eventually, his throat became so sore he couldn’t endure the discomfort of the hoarse attempts.
Doug didn’t know how many hours he’d spent trying to claw his way through the wet soil and underbrush. All he knew was nighttime was upon him and he was exhausted. Shivering in the cold night air, he quickly fell asleep and rested until morning.
The sleep did him good. It was time to try again. The rains were much heavier, and the air was cooler, causing him to shiver uncontrollably at times. However, he would not be deterred. He continued his climb, ignoring the searing pain emanating from his legs into his torso.
The water had turned the wet ground to crevice-filled funnels and now rollicking streams complete with waterfalls. As the soil eroded from the onslaught, the bed of pine needles that covered the forest floor gave way to mud. Small rocks that had been embedded in the ground for a hundred years became dislodged and occasionally bounded past him.
Doug continued against all the obstacles. Dragging himself upward, trying to make sense of how far he’d actually fallen. Occasionally looking downward to check his progress. Inch by inch, like the Marines on the soft sandy beaches of Iwo Jima during World War II, he gathered his strength and continued to pull.
He fought back against his pain. He ignored his hunger. He thought only of Betty and making his way to the top.
Night came again, and his body gave out, as it had the day before. Exhausted, Doug propped his body against a tulip poplar, the state tree of Tennessee, and fell asleep.
During the night, he dreamed about his life with Betty and their days working side by side in the drugstore. As he came out of sleep that morning, he lay awake, enjoying the flashbacks of raising their family and traveling together in retirement that dominated his subconscious. He recalled the time they’d made their way to California to see the famous Golden Gate Bridge. Afterwards, they’d camped in Mount Diablo State Park just east of Oakland. That was the evening the Hayward Fault awoke from its slumber with a shudder and a shake.
Living in Upper East Tennessee, temblors were far and few between. At least, there weren’t any like what he and Betty had experienced along the Hayward Fault. At daybreak, while he was in his half-asleep, half-awake state, he felt the earth shake. Doug immediately assumed an earthquake had struck the Cumberland Mountains.
He was wrong, but the ground was indeed shaking.
The old tulip poplar, a tree known for its shallow root system, had begun to uproot from the steep incline on which it had lived for several decades. The incessant water runoff had taken its toll on the soil surrounding the tree and washed it away, destabilizing the root system. The very tree that had kept him from backsliding toward the edge of the ridge now threatened to carry him down the slope with it.
Doug frantically pulled himself away from the roots, which began to pop out of the earth like zombie arms and hands emerging from their graves in the night. His feet got tangled up in the exposed roots, and he struggled to free himself. He could feel himself getting pulled downward, and he couldn’t find anything to grip to gain traction.
Then the ground shook again. This time it generated a thundering sound resembling buffalo on a rampage. Doug looked up the hill and saw the source of the rumble.
Several boulders were careening down the hill, crashing through pine trees and bouncing off one another as a small avalanche began to grow larger. He wiped the rain out of his eyes and squinted his eyes to get a better look. In the dim morning light through the rain, he saw a massive object sliding at first and then rolling end over end.
It was Doug’s Rock, and it was coming straight for him.
Desperate, he tried to pull himself sideways to avoid the coming deluge. Then, out of desperation, he allowed himself to be dragged down the slope with the fallen tree, hoping the enormous boulder would either stop or miss him to the side. He ignored the pain and fought for his life, using every means possible to free himself from the roots that gripped his broken ankle.
Then it was over. Doug’s Rock narrowly slid past him, bringing an immediate sigh of relief. It got caught up in the branches of the tulip poplar, and although it slid a little way farther down the hill, both boulder and tree finally came to a stop.
Doug began to cry tears of joy that he’d survived the onslaught. The pain was forgotten for the moment as he surveyed the two potential killers that lay peacefully just below him. He pulled himself upright at the waist and caught his breath, allowing the rain to soak his body and wash away the blood that was now spurting out of his leg.
Blood?
Doug’s eyes grew wide as he noticed the inside of his thigh was gushing blood onto his lower leg and across the wet ground. He twisted his body so he could pull up the left leg of his shorts. That was when he saw the tree root jutting out of his thigh.
Through it all, Doug hadn’t felt the pain as a broken root had ripped into his leg, creating a gaping hole and severing his femoral artery.
Panicked, his heart raced. Blood was pumped through his body, following its normal circulatory paths. Until it found his femoral artery. The circulation continued, but the resupply to the heart and brain was gradually cut off.
Doug Smith had survived falling several hundred feet. His body was battered and broken, but it hadn’t gone over the cliff. He’d avoided a fallen tree that threatened to carry him to his death, and a massive boulder, one adopted by him and his loving wife, Betty. Only now he was bleeding out, unable to stop the inevitable conclusion of his final journey to the Pinnacle Overlook—death.
 



Chapter 16
Present Day
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
“Heigh-ho, heigh-ho!” shouted Chapman and Tommy in unison as they swung an axe onto one shoulder and rested a chainsaw on the other. The designated lumberjacks made their way toward a path leading to the edge of the slope marking the boundary of the Pinnacle Overlook parking area and the steep drop toward what used to be Middlesboro, Kentucky.
The two men were in good spirits, as their day would consist largely of cutting down the larger trees with the chainsaws. In the coming days, the two-man hand saws and the axes would be the tools of choice, and the grumbling and groaning would commence accordingly.
Sarah and the kids were assigned the task of finding fallen tree limbs to break into kindling and firewood. Also, tall grasses were gathered to feed the horses. Part of their overall plan was to separate the horses and Wonky Donkey into separate areas to prevent overgrazing. It was also a protective measure. The horses were one of their greatest assets and needed to be protected from predators as well as potential thieves. By separating them, they’d mitigate their risks from any threats.
Isabella and Kristi, with Brooke as a sidekick, focused on cleaning out the camper and the Chevy pickup’s cabin. Removal of any fabric-covered items had been a good idea and made the cleaning and fumigation of the interior tolerable. As they worked inside, they came across the owner’s personal effects.
“They are a nice couple,” said Isabella as she handed Kristi a picture frame containing a photo of Doug and Betty Smith taken overlooking Old Faithful at Yellowstone National Park. “Where do you think they went?”
Kristi shrugged as she searched the cupboards and storage compartments for clues. “I’m not sure, but I do believe the man was traveling alone. Look.”
She pulled open two drawers from underneath a bench seat in the dining area. Men’s clothes filled both drawers. Then she opened a closet and found jackets and sweaters that belonged to a man.
“There are no women’s clothes,” observed Isabella. She looked inside the cabinets in the small bathroom. “Also, no toiletries or makeup for a woman.”
Kristi pulled her tee shirt over her mouth and nose. Wearing Playtex rubber gloves she’d found in a package under the sink, she gathered up the clothes and heaved them out the camper door onto the asphalt parking lot. She then handed a grocery tote bag found under the sink to Isabella to empty out the bathroom cabinets.
After an hour, the two of them had emptied the camper of all its contents and thoroughly scrubbed the hard surfaces with Lysol disinfecting wipes. Kristi lowered her shirt and allowed herself to breathe in the air inside the camper.
“Much better.” She nodded to Isabella, who did the same.
“Now we wash, oui?”
“Oh yeah,” replied Kristi. “Happy, happy, joy, joy.”
Isabella laughed as they exited the camper. Brooke scampered past them and went inside to inspect. She was chattering happily as they gathered up towels, blankets, and clothing. They hauled several piles of clothes to the overlook’s restroom building just as Sarah caught up with them.
“I looked inside the camper,” she began. “Well done, girls.”
“Thanks, Mom,” said Kristi hesitantly. She pointed toward her mother’s hands. “Now what? You want us to clean toilets?”
Sarah laughed. She set down a plastic bucket and a bottle of Ivory Snow detergent. Then she raised a toilet plunger into the air. “No, missy. This is your washing machine.”
“I do not understand,” said Isabella with a puzzled look on her face.
Sarah explained, “It’s pretty simple, actually. You add detergent to the bucket and fill it half full with water. Add your first garment and then plunge. The toilet plunger acts like an agitator in a washing machine. You scrub out the dirt and smell, rinse, and hang dry. Just like that, you will have washed a load of laundry.”
“Just like that,” Kristi grumbled. She looked toward the woods, where the sound of chainsaws roaring and trees falling could be heard. “Why us?”
Sarah handed the plunger to her daughter. “Would you rather go hunt deer like Levi and Carly?”
“Um, no.”
Sarah turned to Isabella. “Would you rather cut down trees by swinging an axe?”
Isabella shook her head side to side in response before kneeling down to retrieve the wash bucket. She immediately offered Sarah a smile and headed into the restroom to fill it up.
Kristi sighed. “Okay, I get it. Now is not the time to argue for feminist equal rights and such.”
“Dear, listen. This is what survival looks like. It’s not about playing favorites or demeaning women. It’s about who’s best suited to do a particular job. To get settled, we’ve all got to do things we ordinarily wouldn’t do. Also, we’re gonna put in really long, exhausting hours.”
Kristi smiled, immediately feeling guilty for her attitude. “I remember when I interned in Africa. It was a different culture there. I had to do things not required of the men in my program. I accepted that as fact and considered it to be part of the dues I had to pay.”
“We’re in a similar situation now,” said Sarah as Isabella returned.
“I know. I know. I wouldn’t last five minutes down there with the boys swinging an axe. And, most likely, I’d bring the deer home from the woods as a pet rather than a few days’ worth of food.”
Sarah lovingly squeezed her daughter’s arm. “That’s my girl. Now, one more thing. While the clothes and linens are drying, will you track down where our water is coming from? It would be nice to know if we’re gonna run out anytime soon.”
“Okay. We’ll let you know when we leave. You’ll have to keep an eye out by yourself.” As she spoke, Brooke knuckle-walked up to her side and copped a squat.
Sarah smiled at the chimp. “She seems to be acclimating to our new surroundings.”
Kristi chuckled. “Are you kidding me? She loves it here. She is also enjoying the one-on-one time we’re having together.”
“Is her sign language improving?” asked Sarah.
“It’s amazing, Mom. She’s picking it up faster than Knight did. Next, I’m going to try to teach her how to voice, through sign, of course, certain behaviors.”
“Like what?”
“Right from wrong. Danger versus safety.”
“Is that what you did with Knight?” asked Isabella.
“Not at first. However, under the circumstances, I have an idea.”
“What is it?” asked her mom.
“Well, what if I could teach Brooke to alert us to danger? You know, an intruder, whether it be a dangerous animal or a person. She loves to play in the forest. If I could teach her to identify a threat and report it back to us without creating false alarms, she’d be invaluable.”
Isabella’s eyes lit up. “That is a brilliant idea, Kristi. She would be like a guard dog.”
“Very good, dear,” said Sarah. “See, we can all pull together and make this work. Even this sassy pants here.” Sarah leaned over to tickle Brooke, who willingly raised her arms to get the attention. She loved interacting with her human family, and they seemed to enjoy her laugh.
“Okay, let’s get to work,” began Kristi before adding, “Heigh-hooooo!”
 



Chapter 17
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
Kristi and Isabella finished their washing chores, gathered their weapons, and made their way along a path made of flagstones that led up the hill beyond the overlook’s restroom facility. The dirt around the stones had washed away, leaving ruts in the path. Both women were careful with their footing to avoid turning an ankle. After a twenty-minute hike through the overgrown underbrush, they reached a slight clearing at the top of the rise. Somewhat out of breath, they raised their weapons and fanned out through the clearing, ensuring there were no predators present—four-legged or two-legged.
They walked the perimeter of the hundred-foot-wide clearing and made their way to the middle next to a solar array of half a dozen large panels. In the center of the panels was a slightly elevated concrete structure with a metal-framed door containing wire mesh in the center.
“It’s a solar well similar to what we use at the farm except more substantial,” observed Kristi as she shouldered her rifle and ran her fingers around the six panels. “These are pretty large. Maybe three hundred watts each.”
Isabella slowly spun around to view the clearing once again. “Everything is self-contained underground. No exposed pipes or pumps.”
Kristi stood over the array with her hands on her hips. “That’s different from what we have at home. Our systems were much smaller. Usually, there’s a steel box that holds the pump and the controllers. One pipe would stick out of the ground to a spigot, and another might lead to an irrigation system.”
Kristi knelt down to the protective door and started to turn the handle.
“Kristi! No!” urged Isabella in a raised voice.
Kristi heeded her warning and immediately pulled her hand away. Her eyes searched the tall, overgrown grass near the handle for a snake or spider. “What is it?”
“The sun,” replied Isabella. “The solar panels convert the solar rays into energy. Direct current electricity. In America, an inverter is required to convert the DC energy to alternating current.”
“AC?” asked Kristi, who was now standing with her hands on her hips, staring at the metal lid.
“Oui. Much of Europe is converting their industrial systems to DC, but that is not the case in America. Once the electricity goes through the converter, it can be used as a source of power.”
“Okay. Why can’t I open the lid and take a look?” asked Kristi.
“It is working, so it must be shielded from solar particles. This box is like a Faraday cage.”
“Oh, I get it. It protects the electronics from the geostorms.”
“Oui. These solar storms could be occurring without our knowledge. Opening the Faraday cage, even if only for a moment, could allow the highly charged particles to destroy the apparatus.”
Kristi sighed. She’d almost made a huge mistake. Her curiosity almost ruined their water supply. She looked around the clearing and then turned to Isabella. “Six panels would operate a pretty large pump. The well is either very deep or the system is pumping water from the town. Sixteen hundred watts would handle a pump strong enough to go six to eight hundred feet, far more than anything we had at the farm.”
“This is good news,” said Isabella as she took in the entire clearing once again. The sun was setting after a long day. “The chainsaws have stopped. I think the men are finished.”
They began to walk back toward the trail when a rifle’s report echoed through the mountains.
“Levi?” asked Kristi.
“I hope so.”
It was the first gunshot they’d heard since their arrival. Isabella readied her rifle, unwilling to assume the shot came from their team of hunters. Carly and Levi had been out for hours already, and this was the first time they’d heard the sound of a rifle.
“Come on. Let’s get back to camp.”
Kristi led the way, ignoring her own admonitions to be careful on the uneven flagstone steps. She moved quickly through the tree canopy, followed closely behind by Isabella. When they entered the overlook’s clearing, they found Chapman and Tommy wandering both sides of the parking lot with their rifles ready. The kids and Brooke were hidden away, and Sarah stood with her hunting rifle. Her facial expression was determined, like a mama grizzly protecting her young.
Kristi turned to Isabella and held her index finger to her lips, indicating they should be quiet. Isabella nodded and the two women spread out, joining the guys as they pointed their weapons and their attention on the surrounding forest.
After several minutes, they met up in the middle of the parking lot next to the Scooby van. With an eye on the forest, they all began whispering at once.
“Which direction did the shot come from?”
“That had to be Levi and Carly, right?”
“Why have they stayed out so late?”
“Has anybody seen anything out of sorts?”
Lots of questions and nothing but speculation for answers.
Several more nerve-racking moments passed before Sarah finally exhaled. “Okay, listen. We’re all a little jumpy. We sent Levi and Carly out to hunt, and that’s what they’re doin’.”
As the group relayed what they heard to one another, a consensus was reached. The shot came from the direction of the Pinnacle Overlook Trail where Levi and Carly had set off to hunt earlier in the day. Nonetheless, everyone stayed armed and on edge as the light of day started to disappear.
 



Chapter 18
Pinnacle Overlook Trail
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
Levi and Carly had grown frustrated as they hunted for hours before they saw their first deer. To get the lay of the land, they walked the entirety of the Pinnacle Overlook Trail until they reached the end, or at least the newly abbreviated termination of the trail. The winding asphalt path reached the midpoint of the ridge where the road they arrived on should’ve been. That was where the earth had been swallowed and replaced with a muddy river. The earthquake had destroyed the side of the mountain by taking the rain-soaked ground and shaking it until it broke apart. Without risking their lives, they stood on the trail and marveled at the scene that unfolded before them.
After making comments about fate, luck, and timing, they returned to the task at hand, which was to find dinner for the family.
They made their way back up the ridge, opting to avoid the low-lying areas where streams and ponds might be found. They walked back up the ridge, scanning both sides of the manmade asphalt path for recognizable deer trails.
Both Carly and Levi were experienced hunters and knew to look for certain telltale signs. Deer use trails or, as some whitetail hunters called them, funnels throughout the year. Oftentimes they have a physical barrier like water, fallen trees, the edges of a field, or steep ridges.
They studied the ground for hoofprints and droppings. They stopped to examine small trees from time to time to determine if bucks had been using them to rub their antlers against to mark their territory. Along this same line of thinking, Levi always thought it important to study the base of large trees for scrapes, a place where bucks paw at the ground to create a bare patch. Then they pee on it as a way of marking territory as well.
They made their way back to the top of the ridge after hours of hunting and tracking. Well-worn trails, most likely used by multiple does, were found. Even parallel trails created by bucks were evident. But they hadn’t seen a single animal.
“Levi, do you think the earthquake ran them off?” asked Carly as they reached the summit of the ridge. They walked toward the overlook when Levi stopped, allowing them to catch their breath.
“Yeah, it’s possible. Deer are fickle, too. If their food source is gone, they’ll abandon a trail they’ve used for years to move on. The nonstop rain could have as much to do with that as the doggone earthquake.”
“It’s not like back home, where they were drawn to the apple orchards like flies to honey.”
Levi chuckled. “Yeah, it wasn’t hard to hunt the farm, was it.”
“The hardest part was keeping our neighbors out of our orchards. They’d go up in the state woods and come home empty-handed.”
“Oh, don’t I know it. Except they’d stop by good old Riverfront Farms like it was 7-Eleven to pick up a deer so momma wouldn’t question where they were all day.”
“Out carousin’, probably.”
Levi and Carly shared a hearty laugh, the first the married couple had had since their arrival at the Pinnacle Overlook. He hugged her and gave her a tender kiss. She returned his kiss, and soon the two of them were in the throes of a passionate make-out session.
Then Carly stopped them before they made love on the side of the trail. “Levi, I just saw a doe cross the road.”
“Who cares?” he whispered as he fumbled at her clothing.
She slugged him on the shoulder. “Get off me. Seriously, she just crossed the trail a hundred feet downwind from us.”
“Really? Are you seriously cutting me—?”
“Yes. Go hunt. There’ll be plenty of time for all of this other stuff later.”
Levi hopped off the ground and adjusted his clothing. “Dang it, Carly, you’d better not be pulling my chain.”
“Ain’t nobody pullin’ nothin’, mister,” she shot back. She pointed to a section of the trail where there wasn’t a split-rail fence. “There. Just before the fence starts. I saw her walk across the trail, pretty as you please. She never even looked in our direction.”
Levi reached down and took his wife’s hand. He hoisted her up and headed up the hill.
“I’ve got this,” he whispered as he walked softly along the asphalt trail. He suddenly turned, lowered his body, and moved stealthily into the forest.
Carly waited for Levi near the point where he entered the woods, and studied the surroundings. She readied herself in case another doe emerged from the undergrowth to cross the trail.
Several minutes later, the blast from Levi’s powerful .308-caliber hunting rifle startled her. The report echoed through the woods and down into the valley that used to be the Cumberland Gap.
“Dangit!” he shouted. “She’s just wounded.”
“Wait for me!” Carly shouted in return. She hustled into the forest and tried to follow the path Levi took to track the deer. After a hundred feet or so, the forest cleared and she shouted his name.
“Down here,” he responded. “I’ve got her in my sights!”
“Where are you?” Neither of them bothered hiding their voices. A wounded deer was already panicked and on the run. Excited voices among the hunters wasn’t going to change that.
“Holy crap! You’ve gotta see this!”
Carly picked up the pace, dodging trees and low-hanging limbs until the trees thinned somewhat. She kept moving forward until a clearing came into view. She gasped when she arrived. “What happened here?”
Levi stood at the edge of the clearing, holding onto several saplings to steady his balance. “A landslide, I think.”
“Look at all of these trees. They were knocked down like bowling pins.”
“I lost the deer,” lamented Levi. “I see her blood trail dropping over the edge of the slope.”
Carly joined her husband’s side. “Maybe we should give it up? Even if you caught up to her, I don’t think we could get her back up the hill, do you?”
Levi sighed and handed her his rifle. He knelt down and retrieved his knife from its sheath wrapped around his calf. Then he responded, “It would be messy and a helluva waste, but I could carve her up and take her back to camp in pieces.”
“Jeez, Levi. It’s not worth—” Carly caught herself mid-sentence. She nudged Levi and pointed down the slope. “Do you see that?”
“What?” he asked.
“Look. Near that overturned tree. Is that, um, a backpack?”
Levi stretched his neck through the saplings and squinted his eyes to get a better look. “It sure is. Also, I see a walking stick like Grandpa used to use. I wonder if a hiker came down here.”
“The people from the camper?” asked Carly.
“Maybe,” replied Levi. He placed his knife back in its sheath and turned to his wife. “I’m gonna check it out.”
“Oh, no. No way, Levi. It’s way too dangerous.”
“No, seriously. I’ll be fine. There’s plenty of stuff for me to hold onto. Don’t worry.”
“It’s not worth it,” she countered.
“I have to know,” he said as he left her side and started to make his way down the steep slope that was still muddy from the recent rains.
“Jeez, Lou-damn-eez, Levi!”
He ignored her complaint and continued down the hill. Levi watched his step and took his time as he approached the backpack. He picked it up and looked inside. It was empty except for a couple of bottles of water, an empty thermos, and a Clif bar. You know, the one where the logo depicts a climber hanging inverted under a rock outcropping.
“Oh, shit!” he exclaimed.
Carly hollered back at him, “Did you find something else?”
“Yeah. It’s a body.”
“Are they dead?”
After a moment, he finally responded, “Yeah, without a doubt.”
She was still worried about her husband’s safety. Levi, like his older brother, had a lot of daredevil in him. “Good! Come back up here, and let’s go back.”
“Hang on!”
“No, you hang on! Come on, Levi. Please come back up here.”
“Almost!”
The impetuous Carly Boone was within seconds of chasing after her husband when he shouted to her, “He’s been dead a while. Looks like he got caught up in the landslide.”
Carly leaned through the saplings and craned her neck to get a better look. Levi had disappeared below the drop-off, so she couldn’t see anything except a large boulder and some fallen trees.
“Doggone it, Levi. Please come back up here.”
“On my way. I found his ID and some other stuff.”
Carly breathed a sigh of relief and backed up the hill slightly to get a better footing. It was getting dark, and she didn’t want to lose her orientation and suffer the same fate as the dead body down the ridge.
Levi’s head appeared over the edge of the slope and then the rest of his body. He was using a walking stick to push his way up the hill. Just a minute later, he joined his wife in the thicket. He leaned in to get a kiss. Instead, he got slugged again.
“I told you not to go down there,” she admonished him.
“It was okay.”
Her eyes welled up in tears. “Doggone it, Levi. You gotta stop taking risks. It’s not like before when we could call for help. We’re on our own now. Do you wanna be dead like that guy down there?”
Levi lowered his head and reached out to hug his wife. They held each other for a moment until the tense moment between them passed. Finally, he spoke to her. “You’re right. It wasn’t necessary.”
“Just think next time. Okay?”
He nodded and handed Carly the things he’d retrieved out of the clothing of the decomposed corpse. It was a wallet, a photograph, and a blood-soaked cross-stitched sign.
Don’t die before you’re dead.
 



Chapter 19
Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station
Antarctica
 
Dr. Amber Hagood had become used to the solitude. She’d used a pair of scissors to cut off her only pair of blue jeans to create shorts. One of her long-sleeved sweatshirts was similarly altered so that nothing more than a sleeveless garment exposing her midriff remained. She’d pulled two chairs out of Amundsen-Scott’s dining area and set them opposite one another as if she were preparing to face off in a debate with another scientist. Only, she was all alone and about to do something that had never been done in the history of modern mankind—lay out in the sun at the South Pole.
Temperatures had risen to seventy-five degrees over the past several weeks. The rapid ice melt around Amundsen-Scott was astonishing. The two matching buildings, which from above resembled the symbol for pi, P P, were connected by a single passageway that provided the scientists quick ingress and egress to the normally snowy surface. Now the snow had melted, leaving the massive support pillars exposed above the rocky surface.
Dr. Hagood propped her feet up in the chair across from her, slid on her snow goggles, the only form of polarized sunglasses available to her, and opened up her laptop to review the dozens of hypotheticals she’d run over the last month.
She returned to her original hypothesis formed before the geostorms struck the Northern Hemisphere. The time-lapse model showed the impact of the slowly warming temperatures on Antarctica. Her original hypothetical scenarios assumed a gradual, two-year climb in global temperatures, during which time the southernmost continent would break apart, sending enormous glaciers adrift toward surrounding land masses—Australia, South Africa, and Argentina in South America.
Based upon satellite data she monitored during every waking moment, Dr. Hagood repeatedly modified her projections. The rapid pole shift changed the face of the planet.
The Earth was on fire in a hundred different places. Volcanoes erupted like bubbles atop a pot of boiling water, spewing out huge fields of lava and dark smoke that began to cast a pall of gray haze over the planet near the eruptions.
The constant rainfall generated by the Svensmark effect provided the Northern Hemisphere some protection from the noxious gases from these volcanic eruptions, which would’ve enveloped the earth. However, the rain, coupled with the melting polar ice caps created an ever-growing threat for mankind nonetheless.
Water was consuming the planet. Dr. Hagood expected the ice melt to cause exponential rises in sea levels. Satellite images revealed receding shorelines and then disappearing land masses. Fresh water that ordinarily found tributaries leading to the seas was now staying in valleys and hollows, unable to escape. Massive lakes were being created, and existing waterways were widening at a phenomenal rate.
In the last week, she began to study wind patterns. With the pole shift, coupled with the creation of multiple poles, the planet’s atmosphere was being stripped away. Windstorms of unimaginable power swept across the oceans, twisting the volcanic debris into vortexes that spun in all directions. When the tempests made landfall, at least that portion of the planet that had not been devoured by the oceans already, the destruction was incomprehensible. Entire mountains were pulverized; plant material and man-made structures disappeared in an instant as the winds uprooted them from their foundations and carried them away.
Tsunamis were generated as mountain ranges along the coasts succumbed to erosion. As the continents were squeezed by the angry, churning oceans, billions of tons of earthen material crashed into the water, creating a whirlpool that sucked the earthen material toward the ocean floor.
Dr. Hagood sighed and closed the windows revealing her most recent computer simulation. It was not based on the current conditions, which she’d just reviewed, but rather, what was yet to come. She considered it a reasonably accurate depiction of the consequences of the geologic changes brought about by the rapid pole shift.
Because she had nothing else to do each day except work on her hypotheticals and simulations, as well as her tan, Dr. Hagood continued to send her work to contacts at NASA, NOAA, Cheyenne Mountain, and any other international governmental agency she had in her address book.
She scooted down in her chair, allowing her shrinking stomach to take on more sun. She’d begun rationing food supplies early on when she became unsure as to when someone would come for her, if ever. She’d been judicious with her supplies, calculating she could live for three and a half years without a resupply. Surely to god, she’d thought to herself at the time, assuming this would all end at some point. Lately, she wasn’t so sure.
With the MacBook computer sitting open on her lap, she tilted her head back to soak in the rays. It was the best tan she’d ever had, one that was unknowingly causing severe damage to her skin without her knowledge. So much so, in fact, that if she didn’t eliminate this daily habit soon, the amount of food stored in the supply depot of Amundsen-Scott would become a moot point.
Ding!
She chuckled to herself as she thought her mind was playing tricks on her. The ding used to be an indication that she’d received a new message or that someone was initiating a FaceTime conversation. The heat from the sun baked into her skin. It felt good. It felt like home.
Ding!
She couldn’t ignore it the second time. Dr. Hagood scrambled in her seat and shot upright with her feet planted firmly on the rocky ground. She pulled her laptop closer on her lap and shielded her eyes with her hands so she could see the screen without the goggles on.
It was a FaceTime request from an unknown contact at Cheyenne Mountain.
She entered a few keystrokes on the open MacBook and allowed her screen to enlarge the FaceTime app. She adjusted her position so the camera shot only her face and not her scantily clad suntanned body. After adjusting her hair to look more presentable, Dr. Hagood accepted the request. A man dressed in olive, tan, and brown military fatigues stood in the middle of a conference room, surrounded by other personnel, some military and some civilian.
“Dr. Amber Hagood?” he asked.
“Yes, sir,” she replied nervously.
“I am Major General Andrew McGinty with the United States Air Force. I’ve initiated this call from the EOC at Cheyenne Mountain.”
“Um, hello, General, and, um, everyone.” Dr. Hagood cringed at her nervous introduction. She’d been on numerous high-level conference calls throughout her career, but this one was extraordinary. She regained her composure. “I’m glad to hear from someone. Well, truthfully, anyone.”
The general scowled. “Are you alone at the station, Dr. Hagood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Do you have sufficient electricity and food supplies? Do you require medical attention?”
“I’m fine, sir. The isolation was getting to me, but I’ve continued my work. Every day, I send reports to governmental agencies around the world, hoping my findings reach someone.”
The general glanced around the room and then returned his attention to the FaceTime call. “Dr. Hagood, we have several things to discuss, but I need to inform you of one thing first. At present, we do not have a means to bring you home. We hope, with the research you’ve provided us, that can change. Will you be able to hang on until arrangements are made?”
Dr. Hagood felt energized. “Yes, sir, General. Knowing that I haven’t been forgotten makes a world of difference.”
“Good. Now, we’ve been constantly adjusting our communications satellites to enhance our ability to stay in touch. I want you to understand that we’re in uncharted territory here. Our scientific teams from the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, NASA, and NOAA are working around the clock to adapt our protocols to the change in the earth’s atmosphere. Frankly, we’re in a never-ending battle with the sun and cosmic rays, as you can imagine.”
“Yes, sir. I can imagine, to be frank. I’ve continuously monitored the data streams from orbiting satellites. It’s hit or miss for me, but I’m fairly confident in my simulations.”
“Well, Doctor, they’ve been very helpful to our team. We’ve downloaded them as often as they come to us here at Cheyenne. Clearly, our efforts to return the favor with reciprocal information hasn’t worked. We’ll continue to work on providing the benefit of our own data and simulation models.”
“Thank you, sir.”
There was a moment in which the FaceTime screen became blurred and eventually stuck. Dr. Hagood shouted at the device out of frustration.
“Crap! Crap! Crap! Not now, dammit!”
The FaceTime app began to work again, catching the general in mid-sentence.
“…evidence do you have for your quadrupolar theory?”
“Actually, General, I firmly believe that our planet has formed a strong octupolar system.”
Dr. Hagood went on to explain to the group about her proprietary software and the data used to form her hypothesis. A member of the JPL team was invited by General McGinty to take over the FaceTime chat. They shared information, answered one another’s questions, and eventually agreed that eight distinct polar regions had formed around the planet. They compared notes on locations and approximate size. Then they revealed a bombshell.
“Dr. Hagood,” began the general as he took over the face-to-face chat session, “based upon our evidence-gathering from around the world, the team here at Cheyenne Mountain believes the wandering poles appear to have found a resting place. The rapid pole shift has stopped.”
The general didn’t smile as he delivered this seemingly good news. He furrowed his brow and leaned into the camera so that his face appeared to pop through Dr. Hagood’s monitor.
“That’s the good news. The bad news, according to the USGS geologists and the JPL scientists, is that this is just the beginning of the planet adjusting to the exponential increase in surface water. The sea levels are not receding and are not likely to unless the poles return to their original positions. The stress this is placing on the earth’s crust and tectonic plates means we’re in for a pretty rough ride for an indeterminate amount of time.”
Dr. Hagood leaned back into her chair and rolled her eyes. She mumbled to herself, “Well, that’s just peachy.” Then the FaceTime call was abruptly disconnected.
 



Chapter 20
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
It was a glorious, warm day that mid-October, and the Boone party was getting settled into their routine. The day before, Levi had shot an eight-point buck, average by most antlered deer standards. It might be average to most, but under these circumstances, it was the perfect way to boost the morale of the group.
The hunting was slow going, as the buck was only the second deer he and Carly had observed on their hunting expeditions. Each day, they ventured a little farther away from camp, working their way into the woods and down the sides of the ridge, both along the Virginia border and toward the Kentucky side where they’d come from.
With a sizable amount of meat garnered from the three-hundred-pound buck, Levi and Carly elected to stick around camp for a couple of days to assist in clearing the perimeter and to assess whether the soil was suitable for planting.
Using their horses, the guys were able to haul cleaned tree trunks up the incline to the parking lot of the Pinnacle Overlook. Sarah led her crew, as she called them, which included Kristi, Isabella, and Jesse. They worked together to strip the bark off the pines and then operated the two-man crosscut saw to cut the logs into twelve-foot lengths, the distance between the support posts holding up the roof of the overlook’s restroom facility.
The plan was to create a large home utilizing the existing roof and block building and the pine logs as exterior walls. Once the logs were cut to size, Levi would plane two opposite sides of the logs with the chainsaw to create a flat surface. He’d then create notches on each end to fit into cross-logs, ensuring the stability of the walls.
The project was slow going, as they had to overcome a learning curve, but now their system and job assignments were in place, and their new home was coming along.
At the end of the day, which was midafternoon after hours of nonstop work that began at sunrise, Sarah coordinated the preparation of dinner while some of the others discussed what their plans for the next day were. That afternoon, Carly suggested they spend some time in the newly created clearing to take a look at the soil.
They were still in the initial stages of creating the four-hundred-twenty-foot-wide arc that stretched from the rocky cliff overlooking the Cumberland Gap back to the asphalt road leading from Middlesboro to the Pinnacle Overlook. The guys had begun their cuts at the lowest point of the ridge before the slope dropped off dramatically.
Over the next several days, until they’d accumulated sufficient logs to make their enclosure around the restroom building, and firewood to burn that winter, the cutting would continue toward their camp at the top of the overlook. The closer they got to the parking lot, the flatter the terrain became and was identified early on as the most logical place to plant crops in the spring. Their goal was to increase the depth of the open field to nearly four hundred feet, resulting in a four-acre plot to plant their gardens and graze their horses.
Just like in the early days of pioneering, farming would be very crude for the Boones. The antique farm implements they’d found in a barn one night made a tremendous difference in their capabilities. Levi cautioned that the wood and steel farm tools could easily be broken, so they’d have to be treated with care. Also, their horses were not accustomed to that kind of work. They all agreed that the older horses should be used primarily for riding, and the younger ones would handle farm duties.
Carly and Levi walked ahead of the other adults. Levi would stop periodically to dig his shovel into the ground, not an easy task, as it turned out. As the blade was continually met with resistance from tree roots and rock, everyone who walked along with them was beginning to get the picture.
Finally, Levi came to a stop near the edge of the cliff and leaned on the handle of the shovel to talk. “Listen, y’all. Farming is a whole lot harder than people realize. It ain’t just a matter of digging a hole, puttin’ in the seeds, and adding water. Heck, I’m not even sure we could get past the diggin’ a hole part up here.”
Chapman wandered around the edge of the cliff and looked down toward the water that surrounded the south face of the overlook. “All of the good dirt is down there, somewhere.”
“That’s right,” said Levi. “It took a long, long time, but that’s why I made that initial suggestion we consider settling in a valley.”
“But where?” asked Kristi.
Carly was about to speak, but Levi put his arm on his wife’s shoulders to stop her. He’d calmed down in the week since their arrival and saw that everyone was making an effort to contribute and get along. It wasn’t necessary to be at odds, especially over a major decision like this one.
“First, let me say this,” he began as he gestured toward the clearing. “Everything we’ve done here will not be a waste. It could take us weeks or even months to make our way through the woods to find the right spot. Then we may have to clear it. Plus build cabins. Being on top of this mountain ensures our protection from others while we go through that process.”
Tommy chuckled. “What others? We haven’t seen any signs of humanity since we arrived.”
“He’s right,” added Chapman. “With every tree we’ve cut down and stripped, I question why.”
Levi nodded and smiled. “I admit, I thought that survivors of the earthquake would’ve come this way by now. Again, that doesn’t mean this was a wasted effort. We needed the logs for shelter and the open space to create a security barrier. And there are some parts of this ground that can be planted. Mom and Carly bought a ton of heirloom seeds. We can till enough soil to plant onions, spinach, peas, and asparagus.”
“That’s right,” added Carly. “Even in Indiana, those vegetables did well in winter. If Chapman is correct, the winter might be even milder with this whole pole shift thing.”
“In theory, yes,” said Chapman with a shrug. “But remember, nothing is predictable now. We’re kinda starting from scratch in terms of weather patterns.”
Levi appeared upbeat. “You know we need to generate some vegetables to supplement our deer meat supply. Eating nothing but protein can be hard on our systems. Tomorrow, we plan on working our way down the ridge a little deeper into the Kentucky side of the mountains. Based on what we can see from the overlook, the terrain to what used to be Cumberland Gap is steep, and there wouldn’t be anyplace to farm down there anyway.”
Chapman was the first to feel the tremor. It built slowly at first, an imperceptible shudder beneath his feet. He looked to Isabella, whose eyes began to grow wider.
Then it happened again. This time more violent. Trees began to sway slightly, and the wind picked up, blowing straight up the mountainside.
Chapman shouted to his family, “Run! Hurry!”
The six of them scurried across the clearing, tripping over tree roots and slipping on loose rocks as they raced toward the trail used by the horses to drag the trees up to the parking lot.
Sarah and the kids were screaming to them from the parking lot, but could barely be heard over the howling winds.
A lone pine tree began to crack halfway up its seventy-foot trunk. The top-heavy pine snapped as the wind overcame it, toppling it downward toward the trail.
“Look out!” shouted Levi as it landed just ahead of them, blocking the trail.
“This way!” Tommy stood off to the side and waved for them to follow. This part of the woods separating the overlook from the clearing was more dense, full of deep-rooted white oak trees that had withstood the onslaught of storms over many decades.
They ducked as tree limbs were broken off and sent sailing toward the ground. The continuous shaking of the earth made it difficult to keep their footing, but they helped one another stay upright as they dodged debris to reach the parking lot.
“Over here!” yelled Sarah from the relative safety of the restroom building. The kids and Brooke were huddled against the wall, shielding one another from the wind-blown debris.
As the six adults made their way onto the parking lot, the threat of falling trees subsided, but the lack of protection from the strong wind knocked several of them to the asphalt. Bloodied hands and skinned knees didn’t deter their hasty retreat from the coming windstorm.
“Inside the bathrooms!” Chapman shouted to his mother. “Hide in the stalls!”
“What about the horses?” asked Isabella.
Chapman stopped and grabbed Levi by the arm. “We have to let them loose.”
“What?” his brother asked.
“They’ll hang, Levi. We’ve gotta untie their reins. We can find them later.”
Levi didn’t argue as the two of them peeled off from the rest to give the horses a fighting chance from the gusting winds.
The remainder of the group separated at the building. Carly, and moments later Levi, joined their kids and Sarah. The other four found their way into the men’s restroom and sought cover in the stalls, as Chapman had suggested.
They cried and they prayed as the wind swept over them like a massive freight train roaring past at two hundred miles per hour. Then they waited for it to end.
 



Chapter 21
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
For nearly an hour, the hurricane-force gales pounded the Pinnacle Overlook and the entire Cumberland Mountain range. As darkness overcame them, the sounds of trees breaking and debris crashing into the walls of the facility sent shock waves through their bodies. Although none of them exhibited evidence of post-traumatic stress disorder following their ordeal in the church the day the massive hurricane roared past, what they experienced that night could’ve easily triggered feelings of fear and anxiety.
Yet the family persevered. Once the deluge subsided, an eerie calm descended upon the overlook. The winds were gone, leaving behind stagnant air devoid of even a slight breeze. And a huge mess.
A full moon illuminated the carnage as the brave new pioneers emerged from the safety of the bathrooms. Like an Oklahoma family peeking through the doors of their storm cellar following a devastating twister, one by one the solemn group took in the scene.
The Scooby van and the horse trailer had been twisted around and eventually toppled onto their sides before being pushed into a curb. The Arctic Fox camper perched atop the Chevy pickup had a huge gash torn into the side courtesy of a tree branch. Many of their supplies were strewn about except for the ones Sarah had already stored within the stone walls of the restroom building.
Wonky Donkey stood stoically under a tree, as was usually the case. Only two of their horses remained near the grazing area at the entrance to the parking lot. Another one lay on its side, impaled by the twisted remnants of one of the parking lot signs. Tommy and Kristi immediately rushed toward the animal, only to discover it was already dead.
“Does anybody have a flashlight?” asked Chapman.
Jesse replied, “I do.” He pulled open a Velcro pocket of his cargo shorts and retrieved one of his father’s tactical flashlights. He handed it slowly to his uncle. “I use it to read at night. Sometimes I can’t sleep.”
Chapman gently rubbed the top of Jesse’s head and then illuminated the flashlight. In the darkness, the lumens did their job, allowing the group to see what mother nature had wrought. For a moment, no one spoke until Sarah found her voice.
“Let’s not dwell on what just happened. We need to salvage what we can and get it into the restroom in case another, um, whatever that was comes through here again.”
“Levi and I will find the horses,” offered Carly. “We know the trails better than anybody.”
“Okay, good,” said Sarah. “Kristi, Isabella, will you two please help me gather up our things off the ground? Let’s be quick about it. Just grab and go until everything salvageable is under the roof. Then we’ll sort it out.”
Chapman handed his mother the flashlight. “Tommy and I will grab the tree logs that have been planed. We’ll set them in place to give us some protection in case this happens again.”
“Perfect,” said Sarah. “Can you two handle it alone? Levi might be better—”
Chapman cut her off. “I’ve got it, Mom.”
Everybody went about their duties. Within two hours, they’d gathered many of their supplies and created a half wall along the front of the overlook’s restroom facility. Levi and Carly had retrieved all but two of the horses.
It was well after midnight when they were finally settled and ready for sleep. Only Chapman, Isabella, and Tommy remained awake, sitting on the curb outside the restroom.
Tommy finally broached the subject now that they were alone. “Okay, guys. What the hell was that? It kinda reminded me of the Hawk, but not wet or cold.” For decades, Chicagoans referred to the cold, harsh winter winds that blew off Lake Michigan every year as the Hawk. The origination of the term was unknown although it dated back to the 1800s as an abbreviated form of Hawkins, a reference to brutal, cold winds in Baltimore.
Chapman replied to Tommy’s question. “It’s similar to the European windstorms Isabella has probably experienced in the winter months. Nor’easters form off the coast of New England, creating deep areas of low pressure. By the time the storm crosses the Atlantic Ocean, they grow into extratropical, cyclonic windstorms.”
“Oui, only the storms pass farther to the north toward the Netherlands and United Kingdom. They are very powerful and create what we call damage footprints at the planet surface.”
Tommy shook his head. “Like what happened here?”
“Sadly, yes,” replied Chapman. “What is odd about this is…” His voice trailed off as he gathered his thoughts.
“The ground?” asked Isabella. “I felt it shaking before the winds came.”
“Me too,” said Chapman. “I thought it was an aftershock, but my brain couldn’t process it in time because the wind was coming like a thousand banshees.”
“Could the wind have caused the ground to shake like that?” asked Tommy.
Chapman stared at the ground and shook his head. “Listen, I’ve been in the middle of tornadoes. I’ll never forget the hurricane that rumbled past us in that church that day. But I’ve never felt the ground shake because of the wind. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve never experienced a wind like this one. But, still, the ground shook just like a quake.”
“It may have been coincidental, mon ami.”
Chapman flipped the flashlight on again and slowly panned the parking lot, revealing the debris field and their destroyed vehicles. “Well, I’d appreciate it if they’d hit us with one damn thing at a time.”
Tommy stood to stretch. “Agreed, but now I have to ask. Is this yet another reason to find lower ground? I mean, won’t these ridges and mountains protect us from another wind event like this one?”
“I think I have to agree, Chapman,” said Isabella in reply. She was aware of Chapman’s desire to make the overlook work for them.
Chapman stood and joined Tommy. He reached down to help Isabella off the curb. “Okay, here’s the thing. If we break up into three scouting parties of two, we can cover more ground and possibly find a better location. Once we make that decision to abandon creating a better shelter, we have to be prepared to live with the consequences.”
“Like what?” asked Tommy. “We still haven’t seen any signs of life since we arrived.”
“I’m not worried about people right now,” answered Chapman. “I’m worried about the weather. What happened tonight may be the new normal.”
 



Chapter 22
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
The pioneers of early America faced numerous threats to life and limb. Accidents resulting from sheer exhaustion were common, or even firearm malfunctions. Diseases such as cholera, smallpox, flu, measles, mumps, and tuberculosis could spread like wildfire through an entire camp and also be passed on to the native peoples. Wild animals, from bears to wolves, looked upon the settlers as prey. Even their own horses could cause serious injury, as some people were crushed and maimed after being thrown or struck by runaway wagons.
Rarely, however, was the weather to blame for the death of the pioneers. Lightning, hailstorms, tornados, and hurricanes were generally a nuisance and a delay they were forced to endure as they continued their travels.
That was not the case as the planet went through geologic and atmospheric changes as a result of the pole shift. To their credit, Chapman and Isabella had seen the early warning signs. They’d alerted their family, and for the most part, everyone acted with a sense of urgency. Sadly, Squire had been the lone exception.
The morning after the tempest swept over the Pinnacle Overlook and destroyed their camp, the group found themselves once again weighing alternatives.
“I wish I could give you a better answer,” began Chapman as the group questioned his analysis of the odd weather events. “All I can say is that we should expect more of the same. It’s as if everything is greatly exaggerated. You know, weather on steroids. When it rains, it pours, pardon the cliché. We go from no breeze at all to hurricane force winds with absolutely no other indicator of a storm. The sun is intense, yet the heat doesn’t necessarily accompany it.”
“The rules are being rewritten,” interjected Isabella.
“Exactly,” said Chapman with a smile as he squeezed his girlfriend’s hand. “Prior to advanced technology, weather forecasting evolved using historical accounts. It was a massive storm in 1859 that caused the loss of the Royal Charter, inspiring Admiral FitzRoy to begin developing charts of weather patterns. This enabled ship captains, and others, to predict the weather. By 1861, the Times in London was publishing weather forecasts.”
“They were really guesses based upon experience,” added Isabella. “Unfortunately, we can no longer predict or forecast. We can only react.”
“And it appears, take precautions,” interrupted Kristi. “I don’t think we can take anything for granted now.”
Tommy nodded. “Expect the unexpected.”
Sarah pointed to Tommy and winked. “That’s exactly right. The question is, where are we best able to avoid what happened to us last night?”
Chapman rubbed his hands together nervously. He had to admit that his first choice for their new settlement wasn’t necessarily the best one. “Winter is coming, and while, logically, I would expect it to be milder than normal for this part of the country, as Isabella said, the rules are being rewritten. We should expect the opposite and plan accordingly.”
Levi spoke for the first time since they’d finished breakfast. “We need to find a place that’s more secluded and off the top of this knob, where we’re exposed to the extreme weather.”
“And maybe people,” added Carly.
Chapman hung his head. “I’m sorry we wasted our first week or so trying to make it work.”
Levi was the first to come to his defense. “Hey, man, you didn’t know what was going to happen. Nobody could’ve. I say we regroup, secure our things better, and do what the pioneers did—keep looking.”
“There’s only one way to search, and that’s northeast along the ridgeline,” began Tommy. “The drop-off toward the valley is steep, and we can’t go back the way we came.”
“That’s right,” said Levi. “According to the map, the Kentucky-Virginia border runs along the top of the ridge in a northeasterly direction. There are several county roads that border the park that run parallel to the ridge. Depending on what happened with the earthquake, they could either be gone or under water. Either way, however, that’s our best chance of finding existing farms or cleared land.”
Sarah smiled. “With a little luck, there might be something cut out of one of the valleys at the lower elevations, right?”
“How do we get started?” asked Kristi.
Levi looked to his mother. “Are you comfortable staying behind alone with the kids?”
Sarah provided a sly smile and patted the handgun holstered on her hip. “I dare anybody to mess with us. I’m in no mood.”
“All right, then,” started Levi as he laid out the plan. “It’s risky on several levels, but we don’t have the benefit of time on our side. Let’s pair up into three groups. Chapman and Isabella, I’ll give you the map to the Pinnacle Overlook Trail. It runs along the ridge for a couple of miles and then heads straight down to the road. At that point, it disappears courtesy of the quake. Carly and I took it the other day, but admittedly, we were focused on tracking deer and not looking for a new settlement.”
“Okay, we can handle that. Can the horses handle the terrain?”
“Easily, until you venture into the woods, which you’re gonna have to do,” replied Levi. “I’d suggest you make your way to the road and then head northeast along the water.”
“What about us?” asked Kristi.
Levi turned to his sister. “I’d like you guys to come with us at first. We’re gonna have to hike after the trail ends, but you’re both fit and can handle it. There’s gonna be a point where we’ll split up. We’ll need each other’s help to keep from getting lost. I’ll show you what I mean when we get out there.”
Kristi gave Levi a thumbs-up. Then she addressed her mother. “Are you sure about this?”
“No problem. Listen, sounds carry across these mountaintops. If I have real problems, you’ll hear the gunfire. Trust me, I won’t hesitate. This is not the time to ask questions of strangers who wander up here.”
Energized with a new sense of purpose, they exchanged ideas and agreed to make their way back to camp before dark, even if it meant cutting their day short. They could always push farther out in their search the next day.
 



Chapter 23
The International Space Station
254 Miles above Earth
 
There was no better view of the cataclysmic changes occurring on the Earth’s surface than from the International Space Station speeding around the planet at almost five miles per second. The largest single structure that mankind had ever put into space provided its crew the unique ability to study the events and catalogue geologic changes through photo-imagery.
The ISS and its crew were constantly exposed to cosmic radiation. Low-Earth orbit was considered a distance within twelve hundred miles above the planet’s surface. Ordinarily, low-Earth orbit does not have the same levels of radiation exposure as other Earth orbits or interplanetary space.
The fast pole shift changed that.
If you think of our star as a cauldron of gurgling hot water, then the solar winds would be comparable to the wisps of steam floating out of the cast-iron pot. The Sun was also simmering, sending off tendrils of highly charged particles called coronal mass ejections.
These particles raced toward our planet at roughly nine hundred miles per hour, but before they reached the surface, they enveloped satellites and the space station first.
The ISS had built-in protections against normal levels of solar wind. Their electronic systems had never been tested, or designed, for the continuous onslaught brought about by our weakened atmosphere.
The crew of the ISS had been busy recording data and studying the changes on the planet surface. As the phenomenon unfolded, they cast aside some of their regular duties, which included monitoring radiation dosimetry, the process of calculating the amount of galactic cosmic rays being absorbed by the space station.
They were unknowingly being cooked like a hunk of meat in a microwave. The ionized radiation continuously struck the ISS like atomic-scale cannonballs, with secondary particles from the Van Allen belts penetrating the space station’s protective skin.
For several weeks, the astronauts worked around the clock. They’d identified seven rapidly occurring geological transformations on Earth, which both fascinated them and struck fear in their hearts. From islands popping out of oceans due to undersea volcanic activity, to whole land masses being turned into islands due to massive flooding, the planet was subjected to dramatic changes before their eyes.
On the Chilean coast in South America, a one-hundred-foot-high tsunami smashed into the beaches at Lebu, crushing everything in its path and radically changing the landscape. Barely a week later, a powerful earthquake struck, raising the ground by more than twenty feet along the beach, but sinking land located farther inland.
The quake caused previously submerged marine platforms to rise out of the Pacific Ocean, which had already risen due to melting glaciers from Antarctica. These newly formed land masses created a rocky archipelago that stretched seventy miles along the Chilean coast.
In Alaska, huge rivers of ice that had formed over hundreds and thousands of years when snow and ice accumulated began to melt. These icy rivers began to move slowly at first like an enormous conveyor belt that pushed chunks of glaciers toward the sea.
The process of gigantic glaciers splitting and turning into multiple mountains of ice was known as calving. As the planet began to warm prior to the rapid pole shift, some of these calves were grounded, resting harmlessly on the ocean floor. Others floated on top of the waters as they made their way into the sea.
The Columbia Glacier in Prince William Sound on the south coast of Alaska melted, calved, and moved at an astonishing rate as the north pole wandered toward the Middle East. Every hour, thirteen million tons of ice broke off the face of Columbia Glacier, immediately melting in the sound. With each break, a tsunami was generated that pounded the northwest coastline of Canada and later the United States Pacific Northwest. These tsunamis grew in size and intensity as the sea levels rose from the melting glacial ice. Over a three-week period, nothing remained standing from Seattle to San Diego. It was all, quite simply, swallowed by the Pacific Ocean.
Mother Nature was just getting started. The rising water levels put an enormous strain on the planet’s tectonic plates. Massive volcanic eruptions unleashed ash and pumice into the sky. These eruptions could be heard for thousands of miles and were easily seen by the inhabitants of the ISS. In the blink of an eye, islands like Montserrat in the Caribbean Sea were obliterated. The Soufriere Hills volcanic dome collapsed into the surrounding water, sending landslides of earthen material underwater for miles.
The continuous month-long rainfall resulted in landslides across the U.S. Cities and communities once nestled in scenic valleys were buried under the sides of mountains and later swamped by swollen rivers and newly formed lakes.
Around the world, whole sides of mountains disappeared, covering every living being in the valleys below. In Southern Russia, as the Kolka Glacier began to refreeze due to the suddenly colder weather in mid-September of that year, the weight became too much for the mountaintop upon which it was perched.
The glacier began to collapse, resulting in an avalanche of ice and debris raining down Mount Kazbek. The avalanche shook the planet surface so hard that seismic activity emanated from the mountain for hundreds of miles in all directions, toppling buildings throughout the Caucasus region of Russia and nearby Georgia.
The greatest localized damage across America resulted from the rapid megafloods. Some of the most spectacular canyons on Earth (and arguably the surface of Mars) had been formed in the distant past over centuries. A geologic second.
During the four-week deluge of rainfall that overwhelmed North America, a geologic nanosecond, if you will, huge crevices were carved into the ground. New canyons ranging from thirty feet to hundreds were carved into the earth by flooding. As the waters rose from the megafloods, gravity pulled them to their lowest point. They followed the path of least resistance, generally into existing creek and river beds.
The roaring torrents churned and dug at the earth, tearing off hunks of hills and mountains, carrying debris, both earthen and man-made, and man. These catastrophic floods were so powerful, they were easily capable of cutting into bedrock, resulting in landslides and avalanches where none had existed before.
All of this carnage was observed by the astronauts as if it were a big-screen, blockbuster action movie made in Hollywood with the aid of digital cinematography. Only, it was very real.
 



Chapter 24
FEMA Camp
Near Martin’s Fork Lake in the Cumberland Mountains
Three Point, Kentucky
 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency was a necessary government agency that was intended to do noble work—prevent, protect, mitigate, respond to, and recover from threats and hazards. To their credit, the fine folks at FEMA did their part to convince Americans to be prepared for disasters. You know, the standard line. Keep three days of food, water and medications on hand. Be sure to have plenty of flashlights and batteries.
Of course, the rapid pole shift and the epic catastrophe it created were never imagined by most anyone. Preparing for it would’ve been difficult, especially if you followed FEMA’s three days of preparedness standard.
So a nation of refugees was created when the cataclysm rocked the planet. Those who were unprepared looked to their government to help them, and FEMA did their level best to mitigate and respond to the threat.
FEMA was an agency that had received a bad rap in both reality, oftentimes courtesy of the media, and in speculative fiction, thanks to authors in the dystopian and post-apocalyptic genres. This was not always fair, as those in charge of the agency generally had the best of intentions. However, like many federal agencies, they were hugely inefficient and sometimes incapable of responding to a disaster in a timely fashion.
Usually, when a president barks, the heads of these agencies jump accordingly. Such was the case at FEMA when the president singled out a location in the heart of the Cumberland Mountains for a refugee camp.
Upper-level personnel moved mountains, pardon the pun, to establish a FEMA camp at the location of a former federal government facility at Martin’s Fork Lake near Three Point, an unincorporated community in Harlan County, Kentucky. Their plan for building out the facility was solid. The logistics of locating and directing refugees to the new FEMA camp made sense. On paper, it appeared that the FEMA administrators would be able to comply with President Houston’s directives and declare it a success.
However, as was often the case in hastily arranged government plans, something was bound to go awry.
Across the World Wide Web, blogs and website articles claimed to have the secret map of FEMA camps across the nation. Some of these purported experts referred to these mythical facilities as FEMA concentration camps. The conspiracy theory was so broad and universally accepted that a Wikipedia page was created with the intent to debunk the FEMA camp theory.
FEMA was charged with the responsibility of helping Americans recover from disasters. They did, in fact, establish refugee camp locations following events like Hurricane Katrina, Superstorm Sandy, and during a recent pandemic scare.
But the fact of the matter was FEMA could build their camps anywhere they damn well pleased. Who could forget the despair of the refugees in the Louisiana Superdome in New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina? To be sure, these refugee facilities were generally located on federal government property, but there was no defined list. FEMA had their pick of the proverbial litter, making any location, from football stadiums to shopping mall parking lots, a potential FEMA camp.
The federal property at Martin’s Fork Lake in Eastern Kentucky was a former work camp created in the 1930s as part of the Civilian Conservation Corps, or CCC. As part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s plan to bring the country out of the throes of the Great Depression, his New Deal established a work relief program for single men under the age of thirty. Over a decade up until the start of World War II, three million young men, and ultimately their immediate families, were provided shelter, clothing, and food in exchange for working on government projects in the region.
Near Three Point, around Martin’s Fork Lake, one such CCC project, designated Civilian Corps Camp S-53, was established to build the Laden Railroad connecting other parts of the Kentucky-Virginia to the coal-rich mountains of Harlan County. Over the years, the federal property fell into disrepair, but the land was still perfectly suited for temporary tent-housing of refugees.
The location for the FEMA refugee center, or camp, if you will, in Harlan County could’ve seemed odd to some who studied a map of the Eastern United States. But considering much of the east coast was flooded, any high ground made sense. The difficulty for the government was they didn’t have any FEMA personnel readily available in the area to man the facility. They temporarily brought in some military personnel to secure the location, followed by a small group of officials who’d been evacuated from the FEMA region IV offices in Atlanta. The rest of the new facility’s team consisted of new hires from surrounding Harlan County, Kentucky.
Bringing in outsiders proved to complicate the job of the government administrators. They were used to shuffling paper, following chains of command, and not making waves. The Harlan County locals weren’t used to structure. In fact, they were accustomed to resisting authority. It resided in their DNA.
The stubbornness of Harlan Countians dated back many decades and included everything from schoolteacher strikes to miners blocking trains. Civil disobedience throughout the Appalachian Mountains had been prevalent since the activism and rise of unions in the 1930s.
The FEMA camp in Harlan County, named after its CCC predecessor, was dubbed Camp S-53. It was intended to be a safe haven for those who couldn’t take care of themselves. A place for Americans to take voluntary refuge.
Yes, it looked good on paper. Once implementation was begun, abuses gained a foothold by the camp’s administrators. Not the ones from Atlanta. They, sadly, gradually disappeared in the middle of the night. But, rather, from the new hires, the locals, who saw an opportunity to better their prospects of survival.
 



Chapter 25
Pinnacle Overlook Trail
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
The modern pioneers started day two of their exploration of the Cumberland Mountains well rested and full of energy. The day before, they’d made some progress into the dense national forest, whose trails had become overgrown in the weeks since the park service no longer maintained them. As agreed beforehand, they’d limited their outing to ensure they’d return to the Pinnacle Overlook before dark. This morning, they were gently awakened by Sarah before daylight with the smell of fresh coffee and the family’s staple breakfast of oatmeal.
“I think Isabella and I are going to hike today,” said Chapman as everyone gathered their gear for the day. “The whole time we left the horses tied off near the trail, all I could think about was somebody stealing them or, just as bad, wild animals making a meal out of them.”
“Hiking up that ridge at the end of the day won’t be easy,” said Carly.
“We know, but it’s really the safe thing to do.”
Levi was busy cutting strips of material from Doug Smith’s clothing to be used as trail markers. He also handed out hatchets to everyone. As he did, he suggested how they should approach their day. “Let’s head out together along the Pinnacle Overlook Trail. After yesterday, we know that any potential location is going to be beyond that point. Chapman and Isabella will make their way down the ridge from there until they reach the bottom.”
“You mean the abyss,” quipped Chapman, referring to the point where the side of the ridge had collapsed into the newly formed river during the earthquake.
“No doubt,” said Levi with a smile.
Chapman explained their game plan for the day. “Okay, I kinda look at it as a you take the high road and we’ll take the low road approach. If we work our way along the thrust fault that triggered the quake, we might stumble across farms nestled in the valley. A lot of these places were set way back from the highway. We’ll use the collapsed ridge as our westernmost boundary and work our way northeast from there.”
“Good idea,” said Levi. “Keep track of your time. You’ll have to follow the sun the best you can so you don’t find yourself stuck out there in the dark.”
Chapman nodded and turned to Kristi, who, along with Tommy, had loaded up their backpacks and was ready to get started.
“I guess we’ll be with you guys, right?” she asked Levi.
He checked Carly’s pack and handed it to her as he replied, “Yeah. You’re gonna be our scouts. Carly and I are gonna push as far up the top of the ridge as we can. When we see a possible location or a spring-fed stream that leads down the mountain, you and Tommy will follow the lead. We’ll continue to move northeast, looking for more options.”
“This could be a very long, drawn-out process,” said Sarah. She’d purposefully kept the children settled in their sleeping bags so she could converse with the other adults before their big day.
Kristi was genuinely concerned for their safety while the group was split up. “Mom, are you sure about this? One of us could stay behind.”
“No, dear, we’ll be fine. Now, if an army of bad guys show up, it’ll be a bloody mess when y’all return. However, the blood won’t be ours.”
Isabella laughed. “I have only known you for a short time, but I believe you.”
“They’d better not mess with me,” said Sarah convincingly.
Kristi rubbed the back of Brooke’s head as she sat quietly by her side. “Okay, I believe you, too. Now, as you know, I’ve been working with Brooke every day, teaching her to become a guard dog, kinda. Using the kids’ books, and the limited sign language she’s been able to learn so far, I think she has a pretty good idea of what represents danger.”
“How did you do it?” asked Isabella.
“It wasn’t my preferred approach, but it was all I’ve had to work with. I had to teach the concept of danger to her and what the appropriate reaction was by getting her too close to fire.”
“Oh, dear,” said Sarah. “Is that what you’ve been doin’ with her when she raises the devil sometimes?”
“Yes. Of course, I would never let her get hurt, but she had to understand what danger meant. During our trip from the farm, I taught her the sign for danger.” Kristi repeated the sign for danger, reinforcing the importance of the warning.
She crossed her left arm in front of her chest with her palm faced down as if a knife was being held against her lower throat. Then, with her right hand, she made a thumbs-up gesture and brought it upward from her stomach to her chin as if someone was coming at her with a knife and she was blocking it.
As she showed the group, Brooke intently watched her. After a moment, she reached up to Kristi and gently touched her arm and then made the okay sign, universally created by touching her thumb to her index finger and then extending the remaining three digits.
“Yes, Brooke, very good.” Kristi heaped praise on the chimp, drawing a smile and a few hoots.
Sarah continued her questioning. “So you’ve taught her to identify certain things as dangerous?”
“Yes. Strangers. Bears, wolves, snakes, etcetera. Using the picture books, I think she’ll know when to sound the alarm.”
Sarah chuckled and reached out to Brooke, who quickly gave her a hug. If nothing else, the chimp was lovable. “I certainly know what the alarm sounds like.”
“Mom, she’s never been tested. Well, except for the windstorm. She might create some false alarms.”
“I can deal with false alarms. It’s the no alarm that can cause us problems.”
The group assembled at the entrance to the Pinnacle Overlook Trail while Levi and Carly kissed their children goodbye. Minutes later, they were hiking to the top of the ridgeline and basking in the glow of the rising sun.
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To be sure, Chapman and Isabella were on a mission to find a better home for the Boone party, but at the same time, they were enjoying their private time together. Their whirlwind romance had led them into a world full of tragedy and despair, yet through it all, their love for one another grew.
As they were challenged by the catastrophic changes the planet endured, and their fellow man, they learned a lot about each other. They also learned a lot about themselves. Neither Chapman nor Isabella would consider themselves outdoor types, an oft-used moniker used to label people like Levi, who were comfortable hunting, camping, and hiking.
Isabella had lived in the heart of Paris, a vibrant city full of history and amenities. Every street corner had a coffee shop filled with the aroma of delicious pastries. On every block were quaint shops and outdoor cafés, where she could enjoy French cuisine while smelling fresh-cut flowers. The nightlife was second to none, especially for a beautiful single woman, although Isabella had preferred to study climate rather than carouse.
Chapman was a jet-setter, although his way of life didn’t reflect it. He’d travelled all across the globe, bringing unusual weather stories to viewers of The Weather Channel. He’d lived out of suitcases and hung his hat in hotel rooms or, sometimes, in the back of a van. He wasn’t interested in settling down as that term was defined by American norms. Finding a wife, having a couple of kids and a Labrador pup, and living in the suburbs was the last thing Chapman wanted.
The two had found one another by fate, they’d decided, and it was their destiny to be walking along the collapsed ridgeline in search of a new home in the wilderness.
The day before, they’d identified a safe path to follow the Pine Mountain Thrust Fault, which had generated the earthquake. As Levi suggested, they marked the entrance to their path near the end of the Pinnacle Overlook Trail before it disappeared into the muddy river below the ridge.
Levi had instructed them how to mark their trail into the woods using a hatchet and the closest thing they had to trail ribbon—strips of clothing. At the trailhead, the start of the path, they also built a cairn, a nod to the old-school pioneers who commonly used this form of marker to create an easy-to-recognize symbol of importance.
Cairns were piles of rocks, usually stacked two to three feet high, just tall enough to see from a distance. Stacking flat-sided rocks from largest to smallest, once constructed, the cairn appeared as a primitive pylon, with one side accented with a pointed rock or twig to identify the direction of the trail.
Once they ventured into the thicker part of the forest, they used the strips of cloth coupled with blazes, a simple slash in the sides of the trees using their hatchets. These gashes were made at eye level and, coupled with the knocking down of saplings blocking the new trail, they created a prominent marker for them to identify when returning to camp.
They pushed deeper into the woods, using the newly formed river as their boundary on the left, and periodically splitting off their main path to investigate a potential clearing. These minor trails, called spurs, were marked using cloth strips tied to tree branches, also at eye level. After their investigation off the main trail, if it didn’t pan out, they’d untie the cloth for reuse later.
For hours, they continued to explore. They talked about the history of the Boone family and the settlement of America as they went. Isabella relayed the stories of the Old Country, as she referred to Europe. In France, there were no stories of pioneers or settlements or interactions with wild Indians. It was a world ruled by kings and monarchies for many centuries before America was even discovered.
After several hours, they came across a farmhouse that had burned to the ground. Its long winding driveway meandered through the trees until it disappeared into the river. Chapman and Isabella stood at the edge of the road, studying what used to be known as the Clear Fork community. The narrow valley was now covered with a half-mile-wide muddy river that gently flowed toward the southwest where Middlesboro once was.
“Do you think there are others in those mountains?” asked Isabella, pointing across the water toward the other side of the valley. The hills were much smaller than the ridgeline they’d traversed that morning, and there was evidence of cleared land in spots.
Chapman looked up and down the new river. It stretched northward until it took a sweeping turn toward the east. He furrowed his brow as he responded, “I have to believe so. It’s impossible to tell without risking our lives. We’re in an odd situation. It’s almost as if we’re cut off from everyone else. This river runs toward Middlesboro, where it connects to the water in the Cumberland Gap. The mountains we’re in are surrounded.”
“Do you consider this a bad thing?” she asked.
“No, not really. At least not for the time being. I truly believe, as a group, we can make it on our own without anyone’s help.”
They walked back up the driveway toward the burned-down house. It had been reduced to a pile of rubble, but located near the tree line was an open-air carport that Chapman wanted to check out.
Isabella cautiously raised her rifle as they approached the carport and movement caught her eye. She tapped Chapman’s arm and pointed to the back side of the enclosure. He quickly moved in front of her and motioned for her to cross behind him to take up a position at the right side of the carport. There wasn’t a car in it, but their view was partially obscured by three plastic storage cabinets that stood six feet tall and twelve feet wide along the back of the carport.
Chapman eased up to the carport in a low crouch. He was now able to get a look at the back side. The owner of the home had constructed a small railed platform to hold his plastic trash cans. A family of raccoons was foraging through the garbage when Chapman surprised them. When he was certain there wasn’t any other threat, he shouted to Isabella, “We’re clear!”
He stood to the side of the carport as Isabella emerged on the other side.
“They are very cute!”
“Stay back!”
Isabella abruptly stopped. “They do not fear us.”
“I know, but look at them.”
“They appear to be very tired,” observed Isabella. “One is perhaps paralyzed in the back legs.”
“Lethargic,” added Chapman. “It’s a sign of rabies.”
Growing up at Riverfront Farms, Chapman had learned to tell the difference between a healthy raccoon that was foraging in the daytime and one that was rabid. Although nocturnal animals, just because they looked for food in the daylight hours didn’t necessarily mean they had rabies. Squire had taught him to look for other signs, like difficulty walking, foaming at the mouth, sickly appearance, and lack of alert behavior. Isabella’s observation that the raccoon family was unafraid was actually a sign they were oblivious to her presence.
She backed away and entered the carport, keeping the storage cabinets between her and the animals. Chapman joined her just as she carefully opened the first container.
“This is good, oui?” she asked rhetorically with a big grin on her face. The cabinet contained two different-sized chainsaws together with oil and gasoline.
“Oui! Oui!” responded Chapman excitedly. He quickly opened the other cabinets, keeping a watchful eye for a curious raccoon coming around the corner. He stood back and shouldered his rifle. The smile on his face grew larger.
The cabinets were filled with the types of things you’d expect to find in a rural home’s garage. Everything from tools to fasteners like nails, screws, nuts and bolts filled the shelves. Gardening tools, fertilizers, and pest control measures like Raid Wasp Spray, Amdro ant killer, and jugs of Ortho Home Defense were neatly stacked as well. He laughed to himself as he considered the fact that pesky bugs didn’t disappear just because they were in the midst of the apocalypse.
Isabella looked at the filled cabinets and sighed. “Chapman, there are a lot of things here. Very useful things. How do we get them back to our camp?”
He walked back around the side of the carport to check on the foraging raccoons while he considered her question. He returned and closed each of the cabinet doors. The carport roof and the solid plastic construction had shielded the contents from the rains as well as curiosity-seekers like animals.
“We’ll leave it here for now. I don’t think it’s going anywhere. When the time comes, we’ll widen the trail and lead some horses down here. We’ll take this to our new home when we find it.”
Isabella turned to survey the burned-down house and the one-acre clearing. “Not here.”
“Nope. We need to keep looking. Let’s head along the river for another hour or so and then double back.”
“After you, mon ami.”
One hour stretched into two as Chapman began to lose track of time. They found a trail that had been used by deer and maybe the locals when they hunted the mountains. The easier footing and lack of need to clear the underbrush allowed them to make great time as they continued to move toward the northwest.
Chapman was just about to turn them around after a long day of walking when the trail appeared to open up into a clearing.
Isabella saw it, too, and began walking briskly toward the grassy field. “I see buildings.”
“Be careful,” cautioned Chapman. “Let’s walk through the woods along the edge of the clearing and watch first.”
Isabella nodded and followed him through the thinning woods. They took up positions behind a fallen pine tree and looked on in amazement. Neither said a word as they took in their surroundings. Finally, Chapman’s one word described their feelings.
“Wow.”
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“This has potential,” observed Levi as he led the group of four to a stop near a deep, V-shaped rut in the ground leading off the main trail. They’d walked for several miles along the ridge top, aided by a path apparently used by hikers for years. While the trail wasn’t on the map they’d found during their journey to the Pinnacle Overlook, it was clearly used often because it was both cleared and appeared to be well traveled.
“It looks like the others to me,” said Kristi, referring to similar ruts created by the rainwater runoff of the past month.
“Come here, sis, and look closer,” instructed Levi. “Look at the rocks. Do you see how clean they are? That comes from years of erosion. Also, I want you to listen.”
Kristi knelt down by Levi’s side and focused her attention down the ridge. “Hey, I hear it! That sounds like water.”
Levi chuckled. “Do you hear the splashing sounds?”
“I do.”
Levi then pointed down the slope, directing her attention about twenty yards away. “Do you see that sandy area near those twin boulders?”
“Yes.”
“Look closely. See the ground? How it’s disturbed?”
“Oh, yeah. Part of it is dug up, and then there is a big—”
“Dent, right?”
“Hogs! I remember now. Dad used to take me down by Indian Creek and showed me where the hogs would wallow.”
Levi stood and helped his sister up as well. He turned to Tommy to explain. “I know y’all are animal experts and all, but this is different. I don’t know much about tigers and elephants, but I do know hogs. Down there, somewhere, you’ll probably find caves. Maybe a spring with fresh water. The hogs worked their way up the ridge, rooted around for a while, and wallered in for the night.” Levi used the country boy’s pronunciation of the word wallow.
“Springs turn into creeks, which turn into lakes or streams,” added Tommy.
Levi laughed. “There ya go, city boy. You’re catchin’ on now. Y’all, if you can, make your way down this dry creek bed until you find a spring. If you go a ways down and don’t find water, give it up, okay?”
“Sure, and then what?” asked Kristi.
Levi looked toward the sky. “We’re not quite through our day, but by the time you’ve finished checking it out, it’ll be time to head back. Just meet us at the overlook.”
“Deal. Ready, Tommy?”
“Let’s do this,” he replied.
They gave Levi and Carly a thumbs-up and began to carefully make their way down the creek bed, using saplings to steady themselves as they found their footing. Just thirty minutes later, they reached a dramatic drop-off in the terrain, but one that enabled them to get a good view of a steady stream of water flowing several hundred yards below them.
“Well, that’s exciting,” quipped Kristi. “Just how are we supposed to get there from here?”
Tommy joined her side and leaned forward slightly to view the flat area at the bottom of the rock outcropping on which they stood. He looked to the left and then to the right.
“Follow me,” he said as he turned and moved back up the mountain.
“Are we giving up?” Kristi asked.
“Nope. We’re using our local tour guides for assistance.”
“What? Have you been eating those mushrooms Levi told us to avoid?”
Tommy laughed and turned to his girlfriend. He extended his hand to help her onto a rock. “Did you notice the tracks turned out of the creek bed up there?”
“No.”
“Okay, well, they did. The feral hogs know where they’re going. Let’s follow those tracks, and I’ll bet they take us to the bottom.”
“Well, all righty, Davy Crockett. I’m right behind you.”
Kristi slapped him on the butt and followed him back up the hill. Shortly thereafter, Tommy turned into the underbrush. They had to duck under tree limbs and small saplings to follow the hogs’ path, but thirty minutes later, they’d found their way around the outcropping and just below where they stood earlier.
In wide-eyed amazement, they took in what they’d discovered.
“Fred and Wilma would approve,” said Tommy with a laugh.
Kristi joined in. “Yeah, so would Barney and, um, what’s her name? I never did like her.”
“Betty.”
“Yeah, her. She had a goofy laugh.”
Tommy shook his head. “I loved those cartoons when I was growing up. Classics, you know?”
“Better than that stupid purple dinosaur.”
“Oh, yeah. Or do you remember those Teletubby things?”
Kristi shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started on those, or the doggone Power Rangers.”
They stopped reminiscing about the cartoons of their childhood days and moved closer to the opening of a two-hundred-fifty-foot-wide cave hidden away in the side of the mountain. The mouth-shaped cave was perfectly hollowed out from years of wind erosion. The constant wear and tear of the winds blowing from the north had caused the rocks to become smooth and the debris to be pulverized into a fine, albeit dirty sand.
Kristi couldn’t resist and quickly pulled off her boots.
“What are you doin’?”
“Come on, live a little!” she responded as she dropped her weapon and backpack. Kristi kicked at the sand and did a pirouette or two before she got dizzy.
“You’re nuts!” exclaimed Tommy, who eventually gave in to her taunts and removed his shoes as well. The cool sand felt good on his feet as the two enjoyed the respite from the stress they’d been under.
Eventually, the excitement wore off and they ventured deeper into the cave, barefoot.
“Whadya think?” asked Kristi.
Tommy was unsure about what she was asking. “About what? The cave?”
“Yeah. Can we make this a shelter? It’s huge.”
Tommy raised his eyebrows and looked at the tall ceiling. The expansive cave was certainly large enough for all of them.
As he pondered the question, Kristi continued. “Think about it. The Pueblos built elaborate cliff dwellings into the sandstone out West. There’s water down below us, and think about the safety part. There’s no way to find this place.”
Tommy walked around and then gave his opinion. “Well, it has possibilities, but I don’t know if we’re cut out for living in a cave. We still need to grow food and have a place for our horses. That’s gonna be down there somewhere.” He pointed toward a spring-fed creek.
Somewhat dejected, Kristi’s shoulders drooped. “Yeah, you’re right.”
Tommy gave her a hug. “Listen, I know you’re anxious to get settled. I thought we had a pretty good spot and might even be able to still make it work. I think we need to keep looking.”
Kristi kissed Tommy and then held him tight. “We could turn it into a vacation condo. You know, for those holiday weekend getaways.”
Tommy laughed so loud that several birds hanging out in the tops of the trees took flight. “Yeah, um, about those. I think holidays and vacations and getaways have been postponed indefinitely.”
“Damn. I knew I should’ve used the vacation time I had built up while at the zoo.”
Tommy laughed as he reached for her shoes. “Yeah, I never got my last paycheck.”
“Who cares? You got me instead.”
Tommy feigned a groan. “Oh, please don’t remind me.”
“Hey!” objected Kristi before using her bare foot to kick sand at Tommy.
He returned the favor, and within seconds, two grown children were wrestling on the beach of Sand Cave.
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“It’s gettin’ late, hon,” Carly said to Levi as he forged ahead along the ridge top trail. The overgrowth was getting worse, forcing him to use his machete to slash through the overgrown saplings and vines.
“I know. Just a little farther. I thought I heard something.”
“What?” she naturally responded.
“Hold on.” Levi continued to push ahead, picking up the pace with a new sense of urgency. Tommy and Kristi had peeled off down the ridge hours ago. Levi, intent on finding a new place to make their home, was growing impatient as their continued trek through the woods yielded no new options.
“Seriously, Levi, we can pick it up in the morning. We’ll be lucky to make it back by dark.”
“We’ll find our way,” he shot back stubbornly. “Just keep marking the trail, but use the cloth strips in case it’s dark when we head back. The flashlights will spot the white tee shirt material.”
Carly rolled her eyes but continued behind him, notching marks on the trees and pushing aside the debris left by his slashing of the small trees. Every twenty feet, she’d pause to tie a strip of cloth on a low-hanging limb although she felt the path was sufficiently cleared to be recognizable. She complied nonetheless, as Levi had a survival instinct within him that no other member of their group possessed.
She continued forward until she suddenly bumped into her husband’s back. “Whoa!”
“Shhh,” Levi admonished. “Listen.”
Carly steadied her breathing so she could hear better. She tried to discern what Levi was pointing out, but couldn’t. “I don’t hear anything.”
Levi removed the AR-10 from his shoulder and handed it to her. He reared back with his right arm and slammed the machete into the soft wood of a mature pine tree. Sap immediately began to ooze out, dripping down the blade in amber-colored droplets.
“I’m gonna check it out,” he whispered as he left her side without looking back. He started down the ridge, using the trees and saplings to help him keep his balance.
Carly raised her voice to a loud whisper, completely unsure as to why it was necessary to lower her voice at all. “Am I supposed to wait here? Where are you goin’?”
She strained to hear any form of sound that might have grabbed Levi’s attention. For a moment, she thought she heard a low hum, a vibration kind of noise associated with an idling engine. Their world had been devoid of ambient noise like car motors and air-conditioning units running for so long, her mind simply couldn’t process and identify what the humming sound was.
Carly shouldered Levi’s rifle and took a few steps down the slope, tracing his footsteps in the dimming daylight. She sighed in frustration and immediately backtracked up the hill. She tied a large strip of cloth around the handle of the machete. Then she removed both rifles off her shoulder and frantically swept a mound of pine needles over the top of them as she buried them on the downward slope from the pine tree.
Fortunately, Carly Boone was about to disobey her husband. She followed his trail down the hill although she could neither see nor hear him. She tried to study the leaves and dirt as she went, looking for spots where he dug in his heels for stability, or places where he might have slipped on the steep slope.
She resisted the urge to call out his name. As she descended the ridge, she too began to hear the humming sound. There was some kind of engine running. It was too steady to be an old tractor like the ones they had at Riverfront Farms. It could be a car idling, but how in the world did it get into the mountains?
Perplexed, and now concerned for her husband’s safety, Carly continue downward until she heard him.
“Arrrggghhh!”
Levi had called out in pain. Carly could hear his body tumbling down the slope, crashing through small trees and rustling leaves as it rolled. Then, with a hard thump, his progress was stopped.
“Levi! Levi!” she shouted his name.
She frantically followed his footsteps down the hill, moving as quickly as she could without suffering the same fate. She came upon the spot where he’d lost his balance. Water had been seeping out of a seam in the limestone, creating a muddy spot under fallen oak leaves. It was akin to black ice on a bridge overpass. Levi had simply lost his footing and couldn’t arrest his fall. Now he was lying down there somewhere.
Closer to the hum.
“Levi!” Carly tried to raise her voice to the equivalent of a loud whisper. She was concerned about where the sound was emanating from. Subconsciously, she patted her sidearm, which was safely tucked in the paddle holster in her jeans. She immediately wished she had their rifles with her. She glanced up the ridge, wondering just how far down they’d traveled.
Then she heard voices.
“You! On your feet. Now, asshole!”
Carly heard a thumping sound followed by Levi moaning in pain.
“Okay, okay,” he managed to reply breathlessly.
“What do you think you’re doin’ here?” another man asked.
“It don’t matter,” said the first one. “Cuff him and let’s take him in.”
“Shouldn’t we frisk him first?” asked a third man.
“Oh, yeah,” said the first man. “Hands clasped behind your head. Spread ’em!”
Levi found his breath and his attitude. “Why should I? Who are you people?”
One of the men quickly replied, “Trespassin’ on federal property and probably with an unauthorized weapon, for starters.”
“Just shut up, asshole!” screamed the first man, and an audible thud could be heard by Carly. Her blood began to boil as she considered racing down the hill to shoot every last one of them. She caught herself, managing to control her anger. If she fell or was captured, she’d be taken into custody, and they might never be found by their family.
“You don’t need to beat me!” said Levi, a protest that landed him another punch.
One of his captors proudly announced, “I’ve got a knife. Nice Bowie style, too. Also, a forty-five.”
“What’s a country boy like you need a cannon like this for?” asked one of the men. Levi couldn’t respond so the man continued. “Don’t matter. It’s mine now.”
“He’s zip-cuffed,” said one of the men.
“Good, he’s a feisty one, but he’ll help pad our numbers. We oughta get double credit for this one.”
The men shuffled off, half-dragging Levi through the leaves and pine needles. Their voices slowly faded as the steady hum overtook them.
 



Chapter 29
Near Three Point
Cumberland Mountains
Harlan County, Kentucky
 
“Holy crap! Holy crap! What the hell am I supposed to do now?” Carly’s eyes darted all around, and her head swung back and forth, trying to choose between running several miles back to the Pinnacle Overlook to get help, or tracking those who’d kidnapped Levi. She whispered her decision under her breath, “I’ve gotta follow ’em.”
They were moving away from her too quickly to track them on a parallel course through the woods. It was growing darker, and she’d likely stumble or break a fallen tree branch, a surefire giveaway that Levi was not alone.
She took a chance and eased her way toward the bottom of the ridge, having the presence of mind to tie strips of cloth to mark both the downward path she’d taken as well as the entry point to the woods. When the time came, she, and hopefully Levi, would need to find her way back up the ridge.
Once she hit the flat part of the mountain, she was able to take in the view. Several hundred yards to her east was what could best be described as a tent city, or perhaps a temporary detention center for criminals.
Dozens of rectangular white tents were lined up in rows. They were completely surrounded by a ten-foot-tall chain-link fence topped with razor wire. At each corner of the fence closest to Carly’s position stood thirty-foot-tall emergency lighting towers. The lights illuminated the interior of the compound as well as the majority of the surrounding area.
From this distance, Carly was unable to determine whether the fence surrounding the tents was intended to keep people out or lock them in. The way Levi had been treated, she presumed the latter.
Carly was wearing camouflage pants and a black, long-sleeve tee shirt. She quickly pulled her hair back into a ponytail and secured it with a scrunchie. Then she tucked it into the collar of her shirt.
She half-jogged, half-ran toward the camp, hugging the edge of the woods in case she had to hide herself from detection. She nervously scanned the perimeter of the compound, looking for patrols like the one that had grabbed Levi.
The hum grew louder as she approached, and she was immediately able to identify it as a large generator located near the fence corner nearest to her. Several solar panels were set up on wheeled devices resembling large artist’s easels. The wires and much of the apparatus were wrapped in a shiny aluminum material.
Carly found it odd that the people walking around the tents seemed so sullen. It was if they had no energy or were even zombielike. As she slipped past the generator and moved from tree to tree along the fence, the people barely spoke a word, seemingly oblivious to their surroundings.
She shrugged it off and focused on the task at hand—finding Levi. She saw a gate ahead, roughly thirty yards from her observation point. The entry was flanked by two simple guard shacks made of plywood and two-by-fours. Two soldiers milled about the gate, holding rifles similar to Levi’s AR-10. Three other men were just inside the gate, having a loud, animated discussion with a small wiry man wearing khakis and a white polo shirt.
“Why didn’t you search the woods, too?” he demanded, standing toe-to-toe with the largest of the three.
“Boss, I told ya. He was alone, probably spying on us. He came rollin’ down the hill, and we snagged him. Does it really matter where he came from? He’s a number.”
Carly shook her head and furrowed her brow. Why do they keep saying that?
She couldn’t see Levi, so she dared to get closer. After checking outside the fences, she scanned the inside for roving patrols but didn’t observe any. There were still just a few stragglers wandering around, who never looked up from the ends of their feet.
“Listen, don’t tell me how to do my job.” The superior was stern in his rebuke. “We’ve got a good thing goin’ on here.”
“He’s a bit of a fighter,” said the largest of the three men. “Do you want us to start him on the Oxy?”
Carly stopped in her tracks as her skin bristled. That explained the semi-stupor she’d observed in the people wandering around the tents. This was some kind of prison or detention center, and the men running it were keeping the people doped up on opioids like oxycodone.
“But why?” she asked in a barely audible whisper.
The short man in civilian clothing replied to his subordinate, “No, not yet. Put him in the lockup but, you know, give him the usual humbling routine. Strip him, beat him if you have to, and spray him for lice and bugs.”
“Cold water?” asked one of the men. The rest laughed, lightening up the moment. For them, anyway.
“Is there any other kind?” asked the civilian. “Let me know when he’s ready to talk. I wanna know if he’s part of a larger group and what kind of supplies they might have. We’re in this for the long haul, and I plan on taking what we can take from stragglers like this guy, as well as whatever those FEMA idiots are willing to drop off in their weekly deliveries.”
“Okay, boss. We’re on it. Pick him up, boys. He’ll wake up naked, clean, and shivering his ass off.”
The loud laughter carried across the open space between Carly and the front gate. She fought back tears as a feeling of helplessness came over her. She knew she was outmanned and would only make matters worse by taking on these thugs by herself. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to leave Levi alone with them.
After several minutes in which she cried and then gathered her wits, Carly turned to return to the trail. Just as she reached the first ribbon marking the trail up the ridge, she heard a man’s bloodcurdling scream. She’d never heard Levi make such a sound, but in her heart, she feared it was him.
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“Let’s go see,” whispered Chapman as he allowed himself a smile after a tense thirty minutes of surveillance. They walked around the spacious opening, staying behind the protective covering of fallen trees and underbrush to avoid detection. After they’d completely circled the clearing, he felt they were ready to explore further.
He led the way, with Isabella close behind. With their weapons raised, they jogged across the field toward what appeared to be the main entrance. Seconds later, they stood face-to-face with a placard that read The Hensley Settlement.
In 1845, the governor of Kentucky deeded five hundred acres on top of Brush Mountain to two brothers, who then leased it to other families for livestock grazing. They cleared some of the land, and later, in 1903, it was sold to Barton Hensley and his extended family. Over the next ten years, they created a settlement complete with a schoolhouse, a blacksmith shop, and two hog farms.
The land was perfectly flat and ideally suited for farming. Along the southern side of the clearing ran Shillalah Creek, a mountaintop stream that ran along the ridgeline of bordering Virginia before it meandered down the mountains to the newly formed river to the north of the Hensley Settlement. Shillalah Creek was known for having an abundance of clear water bass fish.
“This is amazing,” observed Isabella, who wandered away from the sign that gave visitors a brief history of the settlement. “Plus, it is abandoned.”
Chapman joined her side as the two of them gazed across the tall grasses divided by split-rail fencing into sixteen individual plots of land. “It was restored by the National Park Service about sixty years ago. It seems to be well maintained for visitors and school tours.”
Isabella looked toward the setting sun. “I want to see all these cabins and buildings, but we do not have much time.”
Chapman grimaced and nodded. “Let’s take a little time to walk quickly through the largest of the buildings.”
Their first stop was the blacksmith shop and carpentry shed. The building was barely six feet tall with a single opening. Made from hand-hewn chestnut logs and planed oak boards, the two rooms were separated by a small stone fireplace used by the blacksmith to heat up the iron.
A single anvil sat on top of stacked rocks in the center. Throughout the small structure, primitive mattocks, hammers, and sharpening tools that were used by the blacksmiths as late as the 1940s were on display. In the carpentry room, hand tools used to build the log cabins and their furnishings were also proudly hung on walls or inside display cases.
They made their way down a hill toward the first hog and sheep farm. This farm contained several buildings in addition to a four-room home. There was a two-story barn complete with a hayloft and horse stalls. A building used to butcher the hogs and another nearby to shear the wool off the sheep had been restored to their original condition. There were also several rows of bee gums, hollowed-out logs used to maintain honeybees, which produced forty or fifty pounds of honey per log.
“Chapman!” Isabella exclaimed, drawing him out of the butcher’s building in a rush.
“Are you okay?” he asked immediately. She had wandered a couple of hundred yards away from him. She turned to wave as she continued down the hill to a stand of trees.
“Apples! Lots of apples!”
Chapman couldn’t contain his enthusiasm. He raced down the hill after her, shouldering his rifle as he went. The two met at the bottom of the hill next to a dozen apple trees of several differing varieties. Most of the apples had dropped although some were still ripe for the picking. The tall grasses surrounding the trees showed evidence of wild animals making a bed to sleep.
“My mother is going to love this. And look, they even have old-school apple holes.”
Chapman raised the lid of a rectangular box protruding out of the ground. Apple holes were used by early settlers to store the delicious fruit underground in a cooler environment. A box was built and a bed of hay provided a protective shielding from bruising. After closing the lid, they’d cover it with hay to keep the picked apples fresh until needed.
“Mon ami, I have seen enough. This is home. I can feel it.”
Chapman gave his love a kiss on the cheek. “I do too. We need to go. Let’s mark the trail with more ribbons on the way back. Tomorrow, we’ll bring everyone down to see for themselves.”
Suddenly, movement caught Chapman’s peripheral vision. He immediately grabbed Isabella’s arm and pulled her down to her knees in the tall grasses beside him. To their west, directly into the bright, setting sun, there was visible movement of something emerging from the tree line.
They hid below a knoll and used the fully mature apple trees as cover. One after another, they ran from tree to tree until they were barely a hundred yards from the farmhouse. Just beyond was the barn and the protection of the forest.
Because they were unable to see who had entered the Hensley Settlement, Chapman felt comfortable in running across the hundred-yard field unseen. He kept his body between Isabella and the new arrivals just in case they came over the knoll and surprised them.
They raced across the field, Chapman running sideways with his rifle pointed toward the spot where the movement was last seen. They hurdled the three-foot-tall split-rail fence and made their way to the front of the house; then Isabella began to laugh.
Chapman was surprised by her laughing and tried to shush her to be quiet. Instead, she stopped and walked back into the open, pointing toward the field on the west end of the settlement.
Chapman joined her, still nervously swinging his rifle barrel from side to side, just in case. Then he too joined in the laughter.
“Really?” he asked jokingly as he shouldered the weapon.
“Oui, Monsieur Daniel Boone Junior, our new settlement has been invaded by Bambi and friends,” she began mockingly. Suddenly, a rabbit sprang out of the tall grasses and raced in a zigzagged pattern across the field toward the woods. “He is joined by his friend Thumper.”
“Ha! Ha! Very funny. I couldn’t see them ’cause of the sun.”
Isabella folded her arms and admired the scene as two does and their offspring moseyed over to the apple orchard for supper. “I have been to Disneyland Paris many times. For my tenth birthday, my father let us stay at the Sequoia Lodge. I met the Bambi character.”
Isabella began to cry as she reminisced about the time with her parents. This had happened more frequently of late, prompting Chapman to be particularly attentive to her emotions. He held her while she let her tears pour out. She described some of their day vacations to Disneyland, events that were few and far between because of her parents’ busy schedules.
“Sometimes, I wish my family lived a simpler life so we could enjoy each other. Now I regret not spending more time with them as an adult.”
Chapman nodded as he thought about the loss of his father. He and Kristi were both driven people, but it had resulted in lost time with Squire. Then he smiled.
“Do you see this place? This represents a simpler time when families grew up together. They didn’t go off to college or pursue careers. They worked the farms. Or raised hogs. Then they married their neighbor and had children of their own. As long as they had a roof over their heads and were fed, they were happy.”
Isabella wrapped her arm through Chapman’s and pulled their bodies close together. “I will be happy here, too.”
 



Chapter 31
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
Sometimes, as bad as things were, good news was the best medicine. The mood was nothing short of euphoric as the couples began to return to their camp at the Pinnacle Overlook. Sarah, the kids, and Brooke were all in good moods after having a productive day. They’d scoured the woods to recover nearly all the supplies that had been scattered about by the massive windstorm. Sarah had managed to renovate the overturned Scooby van and trailer so that both could be used as a place to sleep if necessary. Brooke had had a grand time patrolling the perimeter, swinging from tree to tree, until she had her first encounter with a skunk. Rather than sound the alarm, the curious chimp almost came too close to the skunk’s noxious spray, barely avoiding the rotten-egg smell invading her fur.
Kristi and Tommy were the first to arrive from the day’s explorations. They excitedly described the sand cave they’d discovered as well as a creek filled with bass. They’d followed the trickling creek, which emerged from a seam in the limestone outcropping. The water grew in volume and eventually splashed downward into a pond below.
The twenty-foot waterfall provided an excellent opportunity for the two to take a swim in the clean, fresh mountain water before taking some time to follow the stream for a quarter mile or so. Unbeknownst to them, they’d stumbled upon Shillalah Creek, which wound its way along the ridgeline just south of the Hensley Settlement.
Well after dark, Chapman and Isabella arrived next. They were immediately chastised by Sarah.
As they announced their return and joined the others around the fire, Sarah stood and reached for a thin tree branch. She shook it at her son and verbally let him have it. “You’re not too old to get the switch, young man!”
The group laughed except for Chapman. He begged for mercy. “C’mon, Mom. Wait’ll I tell you about our day.”
“That’s exactly the kind of tone you’d take with me as a teenager. Do you think mothers forget these things?”
“No, I didn’t mean—”
“Oh, oh, oh. Yes, you did! You’d quickly come up with some grand story about finding this or seeing that. I’m pretty sure your father taught you the tricks of the male trade. Unfortunately, I’d heard it all before.”
“But—” he began to argue, to no avail.
“No buts, mister, except this switch across yours unless you have a darn good reason for making me worry.”
“It is my fault,” began Isabella. The cavalry was coming to the rescue. Her innocent French accent softened Sarah every time. “I wanted to see the cabins and the deer and the rabbit and the apple trees.” She allowed herself a wry smile. She’d learned to manipulate her parents as a little girl and never forgot some of her best moves.
Sarah slowly lowered the switch that continued to threaten her son’s backside, eventually tossing it on the fire. “Wait. Did you say apple trees?”
“Yes. We found a settlement. It is over one hundred years old.”
Chapman provided more detail. “We were working our way along the fault line where the new river was formed. We found a burned-out house with a carport full of useful stuff.”
“Like what?” interrupted Kristi.
“Hang on, I’ll come back to that. Anyway, we decided to push a little farther through the woods, and we came upon this huge clearing. It has to be a few hundred acres, at least. The entire place is fenced and cross-fenced with old-timey split rails. There are at least a dozen, maybe two, log cabins, barns, outbuildings, and—” He cut off his own sentence and turned to Isabella, who completed his sentence.
“An apple orchard. It even has apple boxes.”
Chapman hugged her and smiled as she misidentified the apple holes.
Sarah furrowed her brow and turned to Chapman. “Apple holes? Nobody’s used those for almost a hundred years.”
“That’s the thing, Mom. This place, um, the Hensley Settlement, was preserved by the park service as a historic landmark. It’s set up like a museum for tourists, schoolkids, etcetera.”
“I gather it’s empty,” interjected Tommy.
“Yep. We didn’t look in every building, but what we saw appeared to be restored. Of course, there’s no electricity to the cabins, and I didn’t see wells around the property. I don’t know if we can come up with a way to draw water out of the creek that runs parallel to the property’s south boundary.”
“How far away is it?” asked Sarah.
“I can only tell you in hours. Of course, it took longer to find it than it did to get back. There may be a better way, but we headed straight out the trail to the point where we all split up, then cut straight down the ridge until the trail ended at the river. From there, we cut straight back until we ran smack-dab into it.”
“Three hours,” Isabella finally answered the question after an excited Chapman got off track.
“Is the trail wide enough for the horses?” asked Sarah.
Chapman nodded. “With a little more clearing, sure. Tomorrow, we should bring everyone down there, clearing the trail as we go. I mean, we love the spot, but everyone should see it and agree.”
For the first time, Chapman noticed Levi and Carly were missing. He scowled and craned his neck to look around the parking lot for another light or any signs of the couple.
Sarah picked up on his change in demeanor. “Son, they’re not back yet.”
“Man, I thought we would be the last ones. We stayed down there way too long, but I wanted to make sure it was worth a big move.”
Tommy wandered toward the restroom facility where the Pinnacle Overlook Trail began. “I’ve got a lot of confidence in Levi’s abilities and Carly’s, too. But should we consider going after them?”
“At least send out a couple of people to search,” added Kristi. “What if they’re lost?”
Tommy shook his head. “Maybe, but I can’t see those two getting lost. They may have gotten—” He immediately caught himself before stating the single biggest concern on everyone’s mind.
Chapman understood and picked up his rifle, which he’d set against the side of an apple crate when they arrived back.
“Tommy, let’s grab some flashlights and follow the trail. Did you and Kristi mark the point where you peeled off the main trail?”
“Yeah. It’s pretty obvious. They kept heading northeast along the ridge. Hopefully, Carly used lots of cloth markers; otherwise we’ll have a helluva time trying to follow hatchet marks.”
“I wanna go, too,” insisted Kristi.
“Oui. I am also.”
“Hold on, guys,” said Chapman as he raised his hands. “It’s late and we need to think about our camp security. Tommy and I can handle this while you guys hold down the fort.”
“Hey, listen,” said Sarah as she cupped her hands to her ears. “They’re coming.”
Everyone jumped to their feet, including the kids, who’d remained quiet as the adults talked. Rachel and Jesse led the charge as they ran toward the trailhead to greet their parents. Their excitement at Carly’s arrival was short-lived when they realized Levi wasn’t with her.
Sarah raced up to her daughter-in-law and grabbed her by the shoulders. Tears began to stream down Carly’s face as she fought to catch her breath.
“Honey, where’s Levi? Where’s my son?”
“They’ve got him.”
 



Chapter 32
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
The group fell into a stunned silence. Before anyone could speak, Isabella stepped in and wrapped each of her arms around Rachel and Jesse. “Come on, children, let us go back by the fire and stay warm.”
“But where’s our daddy?” asked Rachel as she began to cry.
“It will be okay. I want to tell you the story of my father who got lost in our backyard.”
“The backyard?” asked Jesse.
“It is true. Come along and I will tell you.” Isabella looked back over her shoulder and nodded, indicating she’d keep the kids occupied while Carly explained.
Sarah immediately turned to Carly and hugged her. She whispered into her ear, “I love you, honey. Now catch your breath and explain what happened.”
Carly wiped the tears off her face and laughed nervously. She’d cried more in the last four hours than she had since the birth of her daughter.
“After Kristi and Tommy went down the ridge, we kept following the trail. It began to become overgrown, you know, like it hadn’t been used in a long time. There came a point where Levi swore he heard something, but I didn’t.
“Anyway, he wanted to make his way down the ridge to look into the sound. I kinda got impatient, hid our guns, and then followed him. The slope was really steep and slick in spots. About halfway down the ridge, I heard a humming sound.”
Chapman was curious. “A humming sound? Like a motor?”
“Yeah. It turned out to be a generator. A really big one, actually.”
“But how could it be operating?” Chapman asked rhetorically.
Carly’s eyes began to well up with tears again. Sarah squeezed her hand, providing her reassurance and strength to continue.
“He must’ve lost his footing, because the next thing I knew, he was groaning in pain. I called out his name, but he couldn’t hear me, so I tried to catch up to him.”
“Was he hurt?” asked Kristi.
“Not from the fall, I don’t think. Anyway, I could hear the humming sound now, and then I heard men’s voices. They kicked and beat Levi and peppered him with questions.”
Chapman’s eyes grew wide and he subconsciously felt for the pistol’s grip on his hip. He nervously looked past Carly toward the trailhead.
She noticed his sudden concern and immediately alleviated it. “Don’t worry, he didn’t give us up. He was strong even though they treated him like shit.”
Carly tried to avoid cursing in front of Sarah, but in the moment, it didn’t matter. Her fearful tears were being replaced with anger as she recounted the events to the group. She continued to give the details all the way to the point at which she’d decided to return for help. When she was done, she took a deep breath and exhaled.
“FEMA?” asked Tommy. “This doesn’t make any sense. Why would they take people hostage, or lock them up, for no reason?”
“Something stinks about this,” offered Chapman. “It almost sounds like it started as a FEMA operation, but the dynamic changed.”
“I think these jerks took over the camp,” opined Tommy. “They’re taking people in under the auspices of being a FEMA refugee camp. Maybe they’re taking their belongings? Or they’re locating the nearby homes or temporary camps like ours to steal stuff.”
“What’s all this talk about numbers?” asked Kristi.
“Population numbers,” replied Chapman as he explained, “These government operations are run like a prison. They count beds and heads. The more heads you have, the more funding or, in this case, supplies. Either these FEMA people have gone off the reservation, or somehow, the camp was taken over by a bunch of criminals. Either way, they’ve got my brother and I’m ready to go get him out.”
“Same,” said Tommy.
“Yes, absolutely,” said Kristi.
Chapman looked to the sky and sighed. “Of course, it’s a new moon tonight. It’ll be pitch dark in those woods. Carly, do you think you can lead us back there?”
“Oh, yeah. I tied more cloth strips along the way.”
“That’s my girl,” said Sarah as she gave Carly a big squeeze.
“Carly, do you have an idea how many guards they have?”
“I only saw six in total, but I’m sure there are more. The two at the front gate looked military. The three guys who dragged Levi behind the fence could’ve been cops. They kinda talked like Randy’s deputies, the real ones anyway.”
“What about the leader? The guy who was giving orders.”
“He looked more like an accountant or a lawyer or a dentist.”
This drew chuckles from the group. Everyone considered what Carly said before Tommy spoke up.
“It sounded like Levi’s in for a rough night. We need to go right away, fully armed, if you know what I mean.”
“Agreed,” said Kristi. She turned to Sarah. “Mom, you have to trust us to handle this. Again, will you be all right alone with the kids and Brooke tonight?”
“You know I wanna come and take care of those bastards myself,” she replied through gritted teeth in a rare show of anger. “However, I know it’s best for me to stay behind. I won’t sleep, you can bet on that.”
Chapman hugged his mother and then rallied the troops together. “Okay, a rifle and a pistol for everyone. If you have a knife and a flashlight, bring them. Bring your backpacks with extra magazines and ammo. Also, some of those Clif bars we found. We’re gonna need our energy.”
The group scattered and began to gather their things for the trip.
Chapman pulled Carly aside to speak with her alone. “Listen to me for a second. We need you to lead us back to their compound. After that, we can handle it, okay.”
“No way, Chapman. I see where you’re headed, but I’m not gonna sit this out.”
Chapman nodded over his shoulder toward the kids, who were now huddled around the campfire with Sarah. “Those precious kids need you. I don’t want you to risk your life.”
“I get it, but they need their father, too. Besides, I’ve got smoke comin’ out of my ears. I want my husband back.”
“We’ll get him.”
Carly was not backing down. “Chapman, I appreciate what you’re trying to say. I really do. But I’m comin’ and I’m helpin’. Let me get in position with my rifle. Those two guards at the front gate will never know what hit ’em.”
Chapman studied her face and eyes. “You understand what you’re saying, right?”
“I’ll shoot ’em in a heartbeat. They may not have grabbed Levi, but they certainly are a part of this. They deserve what they get.”
Tommy, Kristi, and Isabella joined them. Tommy handed Chapman his backpack, and Kristi gave one to Carly.
“Okay, let’s get our boy back,” said Chapman as he and Carly disappeared into the dark woods first.
 



Chapter 33
FEMA Camp S-53
Near Martin’s Fork Lake in the Cumberland Mountains
Three Point, Kentucky
 
As Carly left earlier that evening to rally the troops to rescue her husband, she’d heard a man scream in pain. It was natural for her to assume it was Levi being beaten or tortured in some manner. She was wrong, at least in that instance.
Levi had feigned unconsciousness when he lay on the ground at the front gate of FEMA Camp S-53. He’d played possum in the past when in a pickle, and he employed the same tactic this time. His goal was to lead his captors into a false sense of security. A compliant prisoner would be seen as a weak prisoner.
Plus, lying quietly in the dirt, Levi allowed them to speak freely about their plans for him. Even as they dragged him thirty feet into a nearby tent, he barely opened his eyes, just enough to take in his surroundings.
There were two folding tables with metal folding chairs sitting on both sides. Two of the men who’d captured him dropped him onto the ground with a thud while they explained to their comrades manning the tent what was to happen to Levi.
“The boss wants to interrogate this one before we give him the doping treatment. Strip him. Hose him. And let me know when you’re done. We’ll be across the way in the command tent.”
“No prob,” responded a man with a husky voice. Seconds later, two powerful arms reached through Levi’s armpits and hoisted him upward. He kept his body limp, knowing the dead weight would be more difficult to maneuver.
“Damn, he’s really out. What did they do to him?” asked another man in the tent. Levi’s head hung to his chest, so his face wasn’t in full view. He opened his eyes to assess his captors.
The man holding him up had muscular forearms covered with tattoos. His belly, however, felt soft and protruded. He was wearing leather boots and jeans with black oil stains around the ankles.
Biker, Levi thought to himself.
The other man was younger. His hair was somewhat shaggy, and he wore glasses. He didn’t appear to be as muscular as the biker, but he certainly wasn’t gonna be a pushover.
Levi’s mind raced as the biker dragged him toward the three temporary showers lined up along the back of the tent. If he was going to take these guys, he’d have to catch them both off guard. But then what? He was locked in a fence with only Carly on the outside to assist him.
He had to get the other prisoners involved. He had to create chaos and mayhem so the guards had dozens of people to deal with instead of just him.
“Dude’s gettin’ heavy,” said the biker when he dumped Levi at the entrance to one of the corner showers. He reached down and began to untie Levi’s boots.
Levi steeled his nerves and chose to fight. In that split second as his body tensed, the biker noticed the change in his captive, but it was too late.
With all the strength in his legs, Levi kicked upward, burying the toe of his right foot in the man’s groin.
“Arrrggghhh!” the man shouted at the top of his lungs before the pain of his nether regions cut off his air supply. If he had been able to scream again, Carly would’ve recognized the cry of agony.
Levi scrambled to his feet and didn’t bother to admire his handiwork. He pounced on the younger man, knocking him to the ground. Because his hands were still zip-tied behind his back, he used the only weapon at his disposal—his forehead.
He headbutted the man in the nose repeatedly until the nasal bone fractured and the cartilage crumbled. Blood immediately spewed out of the man’s nostrils and into his mouth. He cried out in pain, but mostly it sounded like he was drowning.
Levi didn’t waste any time. Instead of running through the front of the tent into the center of the compound, where he would quickly be captured, he opted to slither under the side of the tent.
He rolled off the bleeding man and stuck his head through a slight opening next to the ground. Then he kicked and wiggled until he was through. Once clear of the tent, he rose to his knees and then to his feet.
The biker had regained his strength and was now shouting for help. Levi didn’t have much time, and he still had no real plan of escape. He raced between the tents and tucked himself behind one at the end of a row near the perimeter fence.
He forced his bound wrists as far away from his back as he could and then slammed them hard against his butt. His attempt to break free from the cuffs didn’t work. He tried again, only this time he pushed outward as his wrists smacked hard into his backside.
Snap!
The zip-tie cuffs broke and now his hands were free. He immediately raced for the fence and began to climb the chain link; then he discovered the razor wire encircling the top. He dropped to a crouch and looked up and down the perimeter fence. The concertina wire was wrapped in a continuous roll as far as he could see.
“You men! Patrol the outside of the fence. You two stay at the gate! The rest of you spread out and walk aisle by aisle.”
Levi recognized the voice of the accountant, the man in charge. He had to act fast. He tore off his shirt and climbed the fence again.
At the top, he grabbed his shirt at the end and repeatedly struck it against the razor wire, pulling it down forcefully to rip it into shreds. Once it was torn into several pieces, he flung some of them over the fence until they landed on the ground. He used the rest to wipe the blood from the man’s nose off his face and neck. He carefully placed it on top of the razor wire.
Levi dropped back to the ground and admired his subterfuge. “It’s all I got,” he muttered.
“This way!” shouted one of the men. It was pitch dark now except for the large utility lights shining in all directions. There were still dark spots, and the guards used their flashlights to illuminate those areas. Levi saw the light dancing on the fence and the tree line just beyond.
He acted quickly, falling to his belly once again, and then he forced himself inside the first available tent. What he found astonished him.
More than a dozen people were crammed into the tent. Only four cots were present, and they were shared by two children each. All of the adults were wearing white hospital scrubs, now soiled and grimy from days of wear.
As he stood in the middle of them, he struggled to take it all in. There were no lights. No furniture. No latrines. The utility lights filtered through the white tent just enough for him to understand why these people were full of despair. They’d come here seeking refuge. Instead, they were imprisoned.
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“Please don’t scream or give me up,” he begged the many sets of eyes who stared at him. Those lying on the floor slowly pushed their bodies away from him, further soiling their white pants. Children huddled under the protective arms of their mothers. Even the adult men seemed leery of Levi’s sudden appearance. After a tense moment of silence, one of the men spoke first.
“Why aren’t you wearing white like the rest of us?”
Levi decided to be truthful, to an extent. “I was kidnapped outside the fence. I was hunting and came across this place. Next thing I know, three guys were beating me and knocked me out.”
“Didn’t they take your clothes?” the man asked again.
“No. They were gonna throw me in this shower. When he started to take my boots off, well, um, I fought back.”
“Good for you,” mumbled one of the women hugging her young girls.
“I heard them say something about giving me Oxy,” Levi continued. “Why would they do that?”
The man stepped closer to Levi. He was middle-aged, slightly overweight, but otherwise appeared healthy. He took the lead on responding to Levi’s questions.
“They try to keep us subdued by drugging us. Many of us have learned the trick of hiding the pill in our mouth without them noticing. It’s just like you see on TV. They come around with a plastic cup. You have to take the pill and chase it down with water.”
“Do they make you stick your tongue out and all of that?” asked Levi.
“Yes, but we’ve learned to hide it until we can spit it out.”
“Hey, man, you’re talkin’ too much,” said a voice from the darkest corner of the tent. “We don’t know shit about this dude.”
“I think he’s cool,” the man quickly responded. He then turned on Levi and balled up his fists. “You are cool, right?”
Levi backed off and held his hands up in a defensive position. “Hey, listen. I didn’t ask for any of this. I just wanna get out of here to my wife and kids, that’s all.”
“We want the same thing,” said another female voice from within the tent. “My husband was supposed to meet us here. He never showed up.”
“Where are y’all from?” asked Levi.
“Tennessee.”
“Kentucky.”
“Virginia.”
“West Virginia.”
The man who’d taken the lead on their conversation explained, “FEMA began putting notices out that a refugee camp was being established here. The flyers had a map with the only possible ways to walk to this point. Cars don’t work, and most of the roads have washed out.”
“We came here with just the things we could carry,” interjected one of the women. “They promised food and shelter until this mess passes. Instead, they stole our things and treat us like scum.”
“It wasn’t like that in the beginning,” the man continued. “We were treated with compassion and respect at first. Then something changed. The original FEMA people in charge left.”
“More like disappeared,” said the man in the dark corner.
“Yeah, he’s right. The whole thing seemed weird, and it happened so fast. One day, we were all getting along. You know, pulling together to keep our camp neat and do chores and stuff. Then a new guy came in named Hurd. He was a local muckity-muck of some sort. Anyway, he’s now running things, and his people changed everything.”
“Are you referring to the clothes, pills, and lack of place to sleep?”
“That and more,” said the voice from the dark corner. “Listen, dude, they can make life really rough on us.”
Levi looked around. “Worse than this?”
“Yes, sir,” said a teenage girl sitting on the floor near the entrance. “A lot worse.”
Levi shook his head in disbelief. He could only imagine what they’d been through. He felt the need to help them, but he had to help himself first. He took a chance, one that required the trust of his new acquaintances.
“I don’t plan on staying here. Especially after what I did to those goons in the shower tent, or whatever it’s called.”
“Intake,” interjected one of the men.
“Okay, intake, whatever. Anyway, I busted one of them up pretty bad. The Oxy they’ve been trying to feed you guys is the least of my troubles. Is there anyone who can help me escape?”
The tent people suddenly clammed up. Nobody seemed to want to get involved. Levi turned slowly in a circle, hoping to make eye contact with anyone who might feel compelled to help.
Then, after a moment, he got a response from an unlikely source—the man in the back corner of the tent. “Yeah, there are people.”
“Great, thank you. Can you tell me how to find them?”
The man stood and approached Levi. He had a bundle of white hospital scrubs in his hands. He tossed them at Levi. “Here, put these on. First, we have to make you look like one of us.”
Levi scrambled out of his clothes, throwing modesty to the wind. Seconds later, he was dressed in the white scrubs, but he kept his boots on. He had a long hike home and he wasn’t going to do it in bare feet.
“Okay, what’s next?”
The man ignored Levi’s question and walked past him toward the teenage girl by the door. “Fairy, I need you to do your thing.”
“What? Now? They’re all over the place out there.”
“Honey, we just need enough time to get to four-C. Can you do that for us?”
The young girl hesitated and then replied, “Sure, Dad. No prob.”
Without saying another word, she slipped through the tent flaps into the compound. Her father stuck his head through the entry and then looked back inside to Levi.
“Get ready. Just follow me and keep your head down. If we get caught, act like you’re high. Can you do that?”
Levi hesitated. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Don’t guess, dude, or we’ll both disappear into the night. Got it?”
“My name’s Levi. Levi Boone.”
“You’uns kin to Daniel?” asked the woman who hailed from Kentucky.
“Yes, ma’am. He’s a distant uncle. My daddy’s name was Squire. We came from Indiana.”
“Whereabouts?” another woman asked.
“Southeast, along the Ohio River.”
Levi’s guide grew impatient. “Jesus! We don’t have time for chitchat. Let’s go.”
In a flash, he exited the tent, and Levi scrambled to catch up. The man moved from tent to tent, stopping at each corner to peer around the edge. They crossed over two main walkways until he turned in toward the center of the compound. Then, without hesitating, he ducked into an entrance labeled 4-C.
Out of breath, Levi slid inside as well, where he was confronted by a monster of a man who looked more grizzly bear than human.
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Levi’s forward momentum and his nervousness caused him to collide with the hulk of a human being. Unlike the beer-bellied biker who’d manhandled him in the intake tent, this furry fella was rock solid and easily stood six feet eight.
“What the hell is this?” he snarled, looking down at Levi, with his arms by his sides.
“Squatch, this here is Levi Boone. He’s new.”
“Why did you bring him here after curfew?” The man continued to stand his ground, preventing Levi from looking round him.
To Levi’s credit, he didn’t cower to the much larger man. “Squatch?”
“Yeah. What of it?” He continued to come across as hostile.
“I’m guessin’ it’s short for sasquatch, right?”
The beastly man stood a little taller and gritted his teeth. “You got somethin’ to say, say it.”
He was certainly intimidating, but, Levi surmised, not tough enough to fight his captors. He was wearing the all-white scrubs with no shoes, rockin’ the Hare Krishna look. Levi would need his help to escape; however, he wasn’t going to back down to the guy’s bullying ways.
“I’ve met the real sasquatch while huntin’ in Canada. Y’all could be brothers. You kin to the real thing?” Levi managed to spew this madness with a straight face.
Squatch, however, managed a smile that was barely discernible through his hairy face. “Pretty funny, I’ll give you that,” he said in a softer tone of voice. He looked down at Levi’s boots. “What size you wear?”
Levi maintained eye contact with Squatch. “Not your size.”
“Hmmpf. Whadya want? You’re new.”
“What I want is to get the hell out of here,” Levi replied. The two men were still toe to toe.
“Then leave. Ain’t nobody stoppin’ ya.”
Levi tilted his head to the side and looked past the broad shoulders of Squatch. “I thought this guy was interested in making a move. If y’all are afraid, then I’ll find another way out.”
Squatch grabbed Levi by the shirt with both hands and pulled him close. His horrible breath blew past his full facial hair as he hissed, “I’ve killed men for less than what you just said.”
Levi chuckled. “No, you haven’t. I seriously doubt you’ve killed anyone. A real killer wouldn’t allow this to happen to him. Now, you look at me, Squatch. I am a real killer and so are my friends. They’re comin’ for me and I’m gonna leave. I’ll do it with you or without you. But if you wanna help, I’ll make sure we leave this place under your control and not those assholes roamin’ around lookin’ for me. Now what’s it gonna be?”
He let loose of Levi’s shirt and gave him a little shove. He turned to the man who’d brought Levi to the tent and pointed his finger in his chest. “I sure hope you haven’t f’d up by bringing this mouthy guy in here.”
Voices from outside interrupted them.
“Hey! Over by the fence near row two!”
“I think he crawled over the wire!”
The sounds of heavy footsteps running past their tent caused everyone to hold their breath. Squatch moved back away from the door, and the man who’d led Levi to the tent dropped to the ground and pulled his knees up to his chest. Levi was left standing alone in the middle of the tent, intently listening in anticipation that the guards might burst through the entrance. When nothing happened, he turned back to the leader.
“Is this how you wanna live? Cowering in the corner while these guys steal your dang humanity? Or doped up on Oxy just to cope with this shit? Not me. I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees.”
Levi turned toward the door and was prepared to walk out into the compound alone, hell-bent on fighting every last one of them.
“Wait,” said a meek voice from the back of the tent. Until now, nobody else had spoken. “Please come back. Let’s talk.”
Levi pushed past Squatch and discovered a sixtyish woman standing alone in the corner. Like the others, she was dressed in white scrubs, but somehow, she had an air about her that made her seem more put together. Levi immediately treated her with respect.
“Ma’am, my name is Levi Boone from Indiana.”
“My name is Dorothea Rogers, from Kingsport, Tennessee. I am, um, was the mayor there. When the Holston River started rising, my husband and I left for our weekend place near Pennington Gap. He, um, passed just as we got there. I came here for help.”
“Ma’am, I’m so sorry. I lost my father in the middle of all this.”
“Please sit next to me, Mr. Boone.”
Levi sat down and then explained why he was there. “Ma’am, I’ve got a wife and two young kids who need me. They’re out there probably worried sick.”
“Are you expecting them to come save you? Do they even know you’re here?”
“Yes, ma’am, I hope. My wife probably does, and I’m certain she went back to get the rest of my family. I have no doubt they’re trying to figure out what to do.”
“Young man, we haven’t had any help from the outside. It would be a waste of lives to fight these armed criminals from inside the fence. How can we possibly help you escape when we haven’t been able to do it ourselves?”
Levi took a deep breath and glanced up at Squatch, her protective giant, who hovered nearby. “First, let me ask something. Are these people from the government? FEMA?”
“No, except for the two national guardsmen at the front gate. They’re part of what happened, too. These men are locals from Harlan. They were recruited by the FEMA people as administrators for the camp. It’s called S-53.”
“How are they getting away with treating you so poorly?”
“Oh, early on, the real FEMA people treated us well. When the locals got involved, they found a way to profit from this whole mess. Truthfully, I believe the people from Atlanta were taken out in the woods and killed.”
“How many men are guarding you?”
“About eight plus the two guardsmen at the front, who only sleep for a few hours during the daytime. We’re allowed out of our tents on a rotational basis, and then we get together like this, in the middle of the night, to compare notes. Trust me, we want to break this stranglehold on our throats, but without guns, they’d slaughter us all.”
Levi grimaced and shook his head in disbelief. How could they treat their fellow man, especially those who were broken already, so poorly? Then he got mad. It was all for profit. Or to make their own lives better. They’d commit crimes against humanity just to keep their bellies full.
“This is your chance to fight back. Are your people willing to fight for their freedom?”
She nodded as she responded, “Some are like Leonard, who have been biding their time as they wait for an opening.”
Levi was confused as to whom she was referring to. “Leonard?”
“Oh, we call him Squatch, short for sasquatch, as you presumed.”
Levi turned to the large shadow blocking the small amount of ambient light coming through the tent opening. “You’re Leonard?”
“Not another word, bud. I mean it.”
“Hey, I don’t judge,” said Levi with a judgmental smile across his face. He turned to the former mayor. “Okay, my family knows nothing about what’s going on inside here. I firmly believe though, that they will find me and make a move. We have to be ready when the time comes.”
“Well, Mr. Boone, what do you want us to do?”
“Create mayhem. Wreak havoc. Cause confusion. Any distraction will help.”
“How will we know when it’s time?” she asked.
Levi leaned back and replied with confidence, “They’ll send a message that’s loud and clear.”
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It was well after midnight when the group gathered at the bottom of the ridge where Levi had been abducted the evening before. Only the occasional screech of an owl broke the calm and serenity of the desolate mountainside except, of course, for the continuous humming of the generator providing power to Camp S-53.
Despite being young, in fairly good physical condition, and highly motivated to save her husband, Carly was exhausted. The many miles of hiking up and down difficult terrain plus the emotional toll the entire ordeal had taken on her were finally causing her to hit a wall. She dropped onto a fallen tree to sit and catch her breath.
While she did, the others eased out into the tall grasses that separated the perimeter fence and the tree line. Chapman was the first to use the binoculars to study the rows of white tents and the generator that stood alone at the corner of the razor-wire-topped chain-link fence.
He relayed his observations. “There’s too much light for us to approach the fence without running the risk of being seen.”
“How many guards?” Tommy asked as he joined Chapman and requested to use the binoculars.
“That’s the thing. I haven’t seen any, but that doesn’t mean they’re not there. We need to watch for a while. You know, look for patterns and schedules of them making their rounds.”
Tommy studied the camp for a moment and then offered some words of caution. “I can’t disagree with that, but we need to get this done before daylight. Right now, they’re most likely asleep. My guess is that the fence is to keep people in rather than prevent others from breaking in.”
The two men walked back to where Carly and Kristi were sitting on the fallen tree trunk, talking.
Kristi looked up to her brother. “She’ll be ready. But let’s get started by getting Carly in position across from the front gate. It’s gonna take some time to find our way through the woods without being noticed.”
Chapman was puzzled by her statement. “You’re both going?”
“Listen, brother, with all due respect. I’m pretty good with a rifle, especially from long range. There are two guards, according to Carly. We’ll each take one out, leaving the rest of the fun for you three.”
Chapman glanced at Tommy, who shrugged. “She didn’t hesitate at the zoo that night.”
“And we won’t this night, either, will we?” Kristi leaned over and elbowed her sister-in-law.
“Nope,” replied Carly. “Get a good look all the way around and come up with a game plan. Meet us back here and we’ll get ready. Kristi and I will unlock the front door for you. What happens next is up to y’all.”
Chapman turned to Isabella. “We’ll take the far side of the compound. Tommy, you and Kristi surveil the front gate. Carly, rest up and steady your nerves. I’m gonna leave the binoculars with you to watch the side across this open field. Everybody good?”
After everyone confirmed their readiness, Chapman and Isabella dropped to a low crouch and cut across the clearing, hugging the tree line until they were hidden on the far side of the field.
Carly described the front gate and some possible places where Kristi and Tommy could cut through the woods. They were off in a flash, moving as quietly as possible through the tall grass until they dashed for cover among a stand of pine trees. Using the trunks as cover, the two made good time until they arrived at the gate.
It was tougher going for Chapman and Isabella. That side of the compound had not been cleared or disturbed. The trees were surrounded by underbrush and deadfall from the time the CCC camp had originally been built.
The two of them had just reached the corner of the perimeter fence when they saw two people in all-white clothing dash down an open space between two tents. They were only visible for a moment, and then they disappeared among the rows of tents.
A few seconds later, an armed guard walked in the same direction from where the white-clad people had just emerged. He didn’t seem to be searching, but his weapon was held at low ready and his head was on a swivel.
“He is on alert,” said Isabella. “However, there is no sense of urgency.”
“You’re right. Something is going on, however. Were those hospital patients? Why were they dressed in all white?”
Isabella shook her head from side to side and pointed toward the far side of the compound, suggesting that Chapman should continue. They worked their way along the fence until Chapman made a discovery—Levi’s torn and bloody shirt.
“Shit!” he whispered loudly. “This is Levi’s. He may have escaped already.”
“He was not on the trail,” said Isabella as she inspected the camouflage material.
“He might be lost,” thought Chapman. “Or hurt.”
“We must not tell Carly of this,” suggested Isabella. “She is upset, and honestly, I am concerned about her ability to perform.”
Chapman sighed. “Me too. There was no way to leave her behind, and she can be a huge asset. We have to hope she gets the job done when the time comes.”
They both studied the top of the fence, where more strips of material hung, before moving farther along the security fence. The far side of the compound was much like the side where they had discovered Levi’s shirt—an overgrown thicket amongst the trees that was virtually impassable.
Having seen enough, Chapman and Isabella returned to the fallen tree where the others were waiting. They took a moment to catch their breath and swig some water out of the plastic squeeze bottles.
While they did, Kristi and Tommy relayed what they had learned.
“Okay, the two guys manning the gate looked like the ones Carly described,” began Tommy. “I can’t imagine that they’ve pulled an all-nighter like this, but it’s possible. Anyway, they look pretty tired and are certainly not eyeing their surroundings in any way.”
“Good,” said Chapman. “That means they’re not expecting us. You saw the razor wire, right?”
“Yeah, standard stuff in jails and around inner-city warehouses,” replied Tommy. He reached into his backpack to retrieve the bolt cutters. “That’s why I brought these, just in case.”
“Smart thinkin’,” said Carly. “So after we shoot the guards, then what?”
“Well, for one thing, all hell’s gonna break loose,” began Chapman. “Except for the generator, it’s quiet as all get out here. Those gunshots are gonna sound like cannon fire.”
“We want to get their attention,” Kristi added. “They don’t think anyone would have the balls to attack a federal facility. After all, this is supposed to be FEMA related, right?”
“Yeah,” replied Carly. “That changed at some point.”
“Okay, let me mention something else,” said Chapman. “We saw two people running from tent to tent dressed in all white. They looked like hospital uniforms or something patients might wear, except not smocks. More like pants and a shirt.”
“Scrubs?” said Tommy inquisitively as he glanced at Kristi.
She weighed in. “It’s possible, but this doesn’t strike me as a hospital.”
“Well, keep that in mind as we set things in motion. The good guys are wearing all white.”
“Like in the old western movies,” quipped Isabella.
Carly got off the fallen tree trunk and brushed off her backside. She checked her rifle and rolled her neck on her shoulders. She was getting her game face on. “We need to get this done and free my husband before daylight comes.”
“Agreed,” said Chapman. “Tommy, after they take out the gate guards, Isabella and I are gonna shoot out the lights on each of the corners on the other side of the compound. That’s gonna leave a dark void, which would be a logical route to escape.”
Tommy nodded. “The other guards’ first inclination will be to cover the front gate. When the lights go out, they’ll flock to the far side of the compound.”
“Exactly. That’s when we open up this side. Kristi, after you hit your guy, make your way through the woods until you can be in a position to shoot out the set of lights we can see on our right.” Chapman pointed across the field to confirm the target.
“What about the other side?”
“Isabella and I will regroup and move along the perimeter until we’re in position. Wait for me to shoot them out, and then you hit the final switch. That will leave the compound in the dark and the guards chasing their tails.”
Tommy offered to handle the riskiest duties of the entire operation. “While that’s going on, I’ll cut as many holes in the fence as I can. A little cover fire would be nice.”
“We’ll be there for you. We’ll take up a position near the fence and cover you.”
“What about Levi? How will he know what to do?”
Chapman took a deep breath before answering. He wasn’t sure Levi was even inside the camp, much less alive. He couldn’t let his concern show as he responded, “Levi has an instinct none of us have. There’s no doubt he’ll find an opening of some kind.”
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Thousands of children pioneers crossed America in the middle of the nineteenth century, accompanying their parents on a mass migration to the West. It was a grueling journey fraught with danger, but children of all ages grew up fast as they faced one challenge after another.
Their roles within the groups of wagon trains, sometimes numbering sixty or more, were varied. Most walked during the day, helping the horse-drawn wagons avoid hitting ruts or other obstacles. Some carried rifles, keeping constant vigil for threats, both from animals and man.
During a day or two of rest, all of the children were assigned chores ranging from gathering food through hunting and fishing to regular camp chores like cooking, washing clothes, and repairing wagons.
It was a little-known fact that more often than not children pioneers outnumbered the adults during the wagon trains that settled the Western United States. They grew up learning a gritty toughness about life. Kids came to expect the unexpected and accept loss of life in their families.
Jesse and Rachel had not experienced the loss of a close loved one until their grandfather died. They still hadn’t quite come to grips with his sudden illness and why the doctors couldn’t help him. Frankly, many members of the Boone family suffered from the same state of confusion.
Nonetheless, like the pioneer children of old, they were growing accustomed to their new way of living. They understood that their favorite pastime, playing video games, was likely gone forever. Attending schools and going on elaborate field trips to see the New York Central Railroad Museum in Elkhart or the WonderLab in Bloomington were things of the past.
With each passing day, they began to contribute more to the daily chores, even at their young age. During the early morning hours when their mother led a group to rescue their father, Jesse stepped up and became a man.
He and his sister were asleep inside the Scooby van when they were awakened by Brooke raising a ruckus somewhere in the woods. Jesse immediately jumped into the overturned van and grabbed his rifle. He convinced his sister to remain in her sleeping bag and keep completely quiet.
He eased out the back doors of the van and gently closed them behind him.
“Grandma!” he said in a hushed voice, with no response.
Brooke continued to chatter, emitting loud hoots and hollers. Jesse couldn’t make out where she was initially until he heard a gunshot.
“Jesse!” shouted Rachel from inside the van.
“Be quiet,” he admonished. “Stay here.”
Another gunshot rang out, which agitated the horses. They began to stomp around, some beginning to vocalize their fright.
Jesse worked the lever handle on his Henry Arms .22-caliber rifle. The classic Western-style gun had been given to him by Levi a couple of years ago when Jesse learned to shoot. He’d become adept at hitting targets, but he’d never shot at any living being. Until now.
The rifle was perfectly suited for a young boy to learn on. It had an overall length of three feet but only weighed about five pounds. Jesse was comfortable using it, especially since the power grid had gone down. He’d spent most of his days guarding the Boones’ home at Riverfront Farms before they set out for the Cumberland Gap.
The sound of a bear’s deep growl struck a strange fear in Jesse’s gut. He ran without hesitation toward the location in the dark surroundings where Brooke was continuing to raise the devil.
“Grandma! Where are you?”
“Stay back, Jesse!” she replied.
The bear’s guttural snarl grew louder as Jesse crossed the parking lot and headed down the overlook’s road toward Tommy’s Mustang. He could make out a shadow in the middle of the road—his grandmother—and just beyond her an object lumbering up the hill.
“Here I am!” he announced proudly, startling Sarah. She abruptly turned toward Jesse to warn him off, which was when the black bear charged toward her.
“Nooo!” she shouted, trying to protect young Jesse and hoping her scream would frighten the threat.
However, the bear continued.
Jesse heard the clicking sound of Sarah’s jammed rifle, immediately realizing why she wasn’t shooting at the threat. He paused, raised his rifle, and took aim on the approaching beast.
Pow!
The report of the .22-caliber rifle wasn’t as loud as the adults’ guns, but in the deathly quiet of the woods, it was sufficient to distract the bear from its intentions of mauling Sarah.
The bear shifted its weight and began to move its oversized paws in Jesse’s direction. Jesse ignored his fear and stared down the threat. He chambered another round using the exceptionally smooth lever action of the rifle. He fired again, striking the bear in the snout.
The animal let out a mighty roar, angrily shouting at the pain that seared through its head. However, the .22-caliber bullet was not enough to kill it. Jesse had learned from his dad that certain large wild animals like bears take a high-caliber round, such as a .44 Magnum or the .308, to be killed. He also had learned that being wounded could cause the animals to become angrier, almost borderline insane, resulting in them charging the shooter.
“Run, Grandma! Run behind me!”
“Jesse, what’s going on?” Rachel’s frightened voice could be heard from the top of the hill.
“Dang it, Rachel, I said—!” Jesse stopped yelling and shot the bear in the head again.
Sarah hesitated, and then she raced up the hill to protect Rachel.
Then Brooke joined the fracas. She chattered continuously. “Heeeaaagh, heeeaaagh, heeeaaagh. Woot-woot! Oo-oo-oo-oo. Heeeaaagh!”
Brooke swung from a tree limb, and like a WWE wrestler jumping off the rope in the ring, she landed hard with both feet on the back of the bear.
It turned and swung its massive paws at Brooke, but missed. Jesse took advantage of the distraction. He bravely took several paces forward, keeping his aim on the broad side of the bear just behind its front leg.
He quickly fired two more rounds of .22LR bullets, plugging the bear twice in one of its most vulnerable parts of the body.
“EE-EEEE-EE! HOOT! EE-EEEEE!”
Brooke was thrilled at the result.
The bear began to wobble on its feet. It no longer cared about charging Jesse or the pesky Brooke. Now it just wanted to escape the onslaught.
Jesse couldn’t let it live to fight another day, but he also knew he’d have to get lucky to kill the animal with only a .22. He’d counted his rounds and knew he had eleven more bullets. His only chance was to make perfectly placed shots into the cavities of the bear’s face—eyes, ears, snout—hoping the bullet would bounce around in the animal’s thick skull and find the brain.
He fired again and again.
His grandmother pled for him to give it up and return to safety, but he ignored her. He ran down the hill toward Tommy’s car, circling around the backside of the bear in the process. He took up a position on the downside of the Mustang and worked the lever action on his rifle again.
He leaned against the fender and steadied his aim.
Pow!
This shot hit the bear in the face again. The bear kept coming, wobbling like an old drunk who was close to toppling into a gutter. Jesse fired again, causing the bear to groan in agony.
Another bullet was fired when the bear was barely fifteen feet away, and then it crashed into the fender of the car. The Mustang was shoved downhill a foot, causing Jesse to stumble and fall backwards.
His rifle fell from his hands and slid down the asphalt road into the dark. He felt around for his gun, hopelessly unable to locate it. The world around him became completely silent except for the sound of his heart beating out of his chest.
He was frozen, almost in shock, as he lay flat on his belly next to the car. He strained to listen, trying to determine his adversary’s next move, weighing his options for when the bear rounded the front of the car to kill him.
Then he felt it. His pants became soaked with warm fluid. He couldn’t recall peeing on himself, but he supposed he could’ve. He reached down for his crotch and was surprised to find it dry.
He stared under the car, trying to squint his eyes to get a look at the bear. Jesse reached for his knees and shins where he found the warm, sticky substance. He flattened his hand and slapped the road with his palm. The blood of the bear splattered all over his face.
Jesse laughed. It was a nervous-sense-of-relief kind of laugh at first. He thought it was over, but he wasn’t quite sure. As only a child might do, he opened the driver’s door and crawled inside, immediately locking it behind him as if the bear were gonna suddenly push the door handle’s button and drag him into the road. He slowly made his way over to the passenger side and peered over the door to look through the window.
Just below him, lying in a heap on the black asphalt, was the bear.
Still not sure it was dead, Jesse slowly opened the passenger door and rammed it repeatedly into the bear’s side, looking for any kind of reaction.
Nothing.
Ecstatic, he rolled down the window and started shouting.
“I did it, Grandma! I did it! He’s dead!”
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Like father, like son. Levi was fearless, and his son, Jesse, was growing up that way. Both of them had a love of family and were willing to risk their lives to survive. With the help of Mayor Rogers, the undisputed leader of the resistance within FEMA camp S-53, Levi rallied her trusted fellow prisoners with a solid plan that offered a huge reward to them if successful.
His stated goal from the beginning of his captivity was to escape and return to Carly and the kids. However, after meeting the people being mistreated and held against their will by these local profiteers, Levi now had an additional purpose—provide them their freedom and a chance to survive this catastrophe brought about by the pole shift.
In order to succeed, they would have to join in the effort and risk their safety in the process. Levi expected Carly to bring the cavalry, and most likely they’d create some kind of diversion to attract the attention of the guards. So far, either due to their laziness or because his trickery worked, the search for him had come to an end.
Only on one occasion did a guard enter their tent and shine a flashlight around the inside. Levi curled up in a ball toward the back and pretended to be sleeping. He stuck his feet under a bunk containing a mother with her one-year-old daughter. After a cursory inspection in which the guard was most likely looking for a half-dressed man of Levi’s description, he left and never returned.
As the search subsided, Squatch and other like-minded thinkers within the FEMA camp got to work spreading the word. Excitement was building as Levi was escorted out of Mayor Rogers’s tent and back to the location where he originally hid.
He was told by his new friends that the constant rainfall had created soft spots of dirt near the back fence not that far from where he’d pretended to climb over. If the opportunity arose, he could dig his way out with their assistance. However, he had to promise to bring his family back to free them later.
As Squatch rallied his troops, Levi was overcome with a sense of guilt. These people were willing to risk their lives to protect his opportunity to escape. Simply providing them a promise to return wasn’t good enough. They needed to be freed.
After a conversation with the young woman identified as Fairy, Levi left the secure confines of the tent and followed her toward the front of the compound to be closest to the guards’ sleeping quarters consisting of two single-wide trailers that had rested on the property for decades.
It was Levi and Fairy whom Chapman and Isabella had observed scampering between the tents during their surveillance. Had they known, they could’ve called to him and arranged for his escape.
Fairy positioned Levi in the tent closest to the guards’ buildings. His plan was simple. Once his family got the ball rolling, whatever that looked like, he’d try to pick off a guard or two as they emerged from their sleep. Based on the numbers he’d been provided, two kills would be close to twenty percent of their security team. Plus, with success, he’d then have a weapon.
Levi hovered inside the tent next to the entrance. He paced the ground, moving back and forth like a heavyweight boxer waiting for the bell to ring for round one. Every once in a while, he’d sneak a peek through the vented tent door, searching the main gate and the compound for activity. It was still except for the occasional cigarette break by the two guards stationed at the front. He was pleased to see they were the same ones who had been present when he was brought into the camp. They’d be tired and lethargic.
He became more and more nervous as time passed. He began to question whether Carly had become injured as she attempted to look for him at the bottom of the ridge. Or had she been captured unbeknownst to him? He sighed more than he breathed as the minutes ticked away.
For the tenth time in as many minutes, he glanced through the curtained entrance; then his eyes lit up. Muzzle flashes in the woods preceded a glorious sound that only a passionate hunter could describe—the sound of dual Remington .308s unleashing 150 grains of power on their unsuspecting targets.
One of the guards was taking a drag on his cigarette as the bullet smashed into his face, killing him instantly. Invigorated, Levi didn’t hesitate to get his side of the party started.
“Now! Everybody! Now!”
Shouts could be heard throughout the compound as the inmates took back the asylum. One of the guards came stumbling down the steps of the trailer, juggling his rifle and trying to button his pants at the same time. His feet never touched the ground.
Levi tripped him and grabbed his rifle in one fluid motion. He used the butt end of the shotgun to smash the man in the stomach to take away his breath, and then administered another blow to his nose, making that two broken noses to notch on his belt.
Another guard came through the door, leading the way with a handgun. Levi spun, racking a round into the Mossberg 590 as he positioned himself. The slug flew out of the shotgun and blew a gaping hole in the man’s chest. He was killed instantly.
More gunshots rang out, and the large utility lights on the far side of the compound were shot out in rapid succession. The explosions caused by the large four-hundred-watt lights being destroyed were nearly as loud as the gunfire.
At this point, white-clad inmates were running throughout the compound, waving their arms and screaming all kinds of nonsense to create the chaos Levi had asked for. He struggled to find another target, searching the melee for anyone not dressed in white.
He made his way to the intake tent and burst inside, swinging the rifle from corner to corner in search of anyone. It was empty. He pushed through the crowd of people who filled the walkways, some high on oxycodone who were simply joining in the fun, others doing their best to win their freedom.
He found his way to the tent where the leader of the camp was quartered. He took a deep breath, pulled the pump action on the shotgun to load another shell, and burst inside.
Squatch was taking out weeks of frustration on the man responsible for the deaths of several FEMA personnel and the suffering of a hundred or more Americans who were simply looking for a way to survive.
Blow after blow was administered to the man’s head and limp body. Squatch was covered with blood, as every part of the man’s face had been bludgeoned.
“Help! Help!” a man shouted outside the tent.
“Get him!” came the response.
Levi turned to make sure they were undisturbed.
“Hey, um, Mr. Squatch. Leonard. Um, this guy’s really pretty dead already, okay?”
The burly man reared his bloodied fist back for one final shot across the dead man’s jaw. The crunching sound Levi heard could have been jawbone, teeth, or even the bones in the big man’s hand. Regardless, the death sentence had been administered, and Squatch was ready to mete out more justice.
“Let’s go,” he growled.
He pushed past Levi and ran into the center of the compound, looking for someone to pulverize. Near the front gate, a group of people were mercilessly beating one of the guards. Squatch lumbered through the crowd to join in when more gunshots rang out and the last of the utility lights exploded, sending the entire camp into darkness.
 



Chapter 39
FEMA Camp S-53
Near Martin’s Fork Lake in the Cumberland Mountains
Three Point, Kentucky
 
“Levi’s making this happen!” shouted Chapman. Isabella ran just ahead of him, slightly more fleet afoot as she scaled fallen trees and avoided getting entangled in the underbrush. A shotgun blast filled the air, causing them both to pick up the pace. None of their group carried a shotgun, so it had to come from inside the compound.
By the time Chapman reached the corner of the fence, she was already squeezing the trigger of her AR-10, blasting out the three utility lights with ease. Out of breath, Chapman made light of it. “What do you need me for?”
“Moral support,” she said with a laugh. “He needs our help.”
Shots rang out from the other side of the camp, and the compound was immediately immersed in darkness. Using the fence as their guide, they rushed toward the front in search of Tommy. He’d already arrived at the fence and was making quick work of cutting a four-foot slice from the ground upward. Several people dressed in white immediately discovered the opening and pushed their way through.
Chapman tried to question them, but they were too frightened to stop. “Let’s head around the front. I saw a lot of them running in that direction.”
Leading the way, he raced along the fence until he reached the corner. Kristi and Carly were waiting for him.
“They’ve gone batshit crazy in there,” said Carly breathlessly. “I’ve been watching through the scope.”
People began shouting near the exit created by Tommy. Soon, the entire fence began to sway back and forth as the prisoners tried to cram their bodies through all at once.
“Is this some kind of asylum?” asked Tommy.
“I don’t know, but I’m goin’ in to find my husband.” Carly ran back toward the opening where the prisoners were continuing to push their way out.
Chapman shouted after her, “Carly, no! We’ll make another opening!”
In fact, Tommy was already at work, cutting a hole in the fence behind the generator. Because the large obstruction hid their progress, they didn’t have to fight the panicked escapees to gain access to the compound.
Once they were all inside, Chapman gave the orders. “Okay, we all stick together. Shout Levi’s name and keep an eye out for anyone with a weapon or not dressed in white.”
“Flashlights?” asked Kristi.
“Absolutely. Come on.”
Chapman and Isabella simultaneously pushed the buttons on the tactical flashlights affixed to the rails of their AR-10s. Tommy dropped the bolt cutters and pulled his sidearm. He held a larger flashlight in his left hand like an ice pick and crossed his right hand over the top of his left wrist to steady his grip.
The three of them led the way, with Kristi and Carly watching their backs.
“Levi!”
“Levi! Where are you?”
They continued to shout his name as more and more people appeared around them. Soon they were being shouted at and threatened.
“You’re gonna pay for what you did to us!”
“Your guns don’t scare us anymore!”
Chapman tried to explain. “Hey! We’re the good guys. We came to help our friend escape. Do you know Levi?”
Carly shouted, “Levi! Are you here?”
He responded from the dark compound, “Hey! Hey! I’ll come to you!”
Seconds later, Levi was pushing past the people who’d just mistakenly threatened their rescuers. Carly shoved her rifle at Kristi and busted through the crowd to embrace her husband. The two of them squeezed each other, not wanting to let go, as tears streamed down both of their faces.
Levi pulled back and looked his wife in the face. “I’m okay. I love you. I knew you’d come for me.”
“My god, Levi. This really sucks.”
“I know. I know. This part’s over.”
Levi stretched his right arm past her and squeezed the hands of his family.
Tommy was the first to ask, “Do we need to bail out of here? These people seem to be certifiable.”
“Nah, they’re just a little hyped up,” replied Levi. “Well, some are on Oxy, so don’t let your guard down. It’s not by choice.”
“We know,” said Carly. “I heard them beat you at the front gate.”
“I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“It’s okay. It’s over, I guess.”
Levi gave his wife a quick hug and then led her by the hand through the crowd toward the center of the compound. The mob had spread out, and many were raiding the supplies of the camp. It only took Levi a second to find Squatch, who towered over everyone else.
“Holy shit, look at that beast,” muttered Kristi.
“He’s one of the good guys,” said Levi with a laugh.
“Jeez, good thing,” added Chapman.
Levi shouted at his new friend, “Hey! Squatch! Wait up!”
Mayor Rogers and Squatch turned and approached Levi. She was the first to speak. “Thank you, young man. Thank you so very much.”
“Don’t thank me,” began Levi. “Thank my family.”
He took a moment to make the introductions as the front gates were forced open by the prisoners. Many of them ran outside the fence, danced for a moment, and then came back to join the rest as they pillaged the supplies.
“You are all very brave and we owe you our lives.”
“No worries, ma’am,” said Chapman. “I hope this is over for you.”
“Well, we have lots of work to do. First, I have to try to restore some order; otherwise, they’ll binge eat every last MRE in the camp, and we’ll have nothing. Second, I have to find a way to explain this to the FEMA people when they come to bring more supplies. Somehow, these thugs were able to pull the wool over their eyes. I’ve gotta come clean.”
Levi laughed and gestured toward her protector. “Just take the same approach you took with me. Let him do the talkin’.”
The group laughed as Squatch chuckled, his enormous chest and belly rising up and down as he did.
“I might have to do that,” said Mayor Rogers. “Would your group like to join us here? It’s not very fancy, but with your help, it can be safe.”
Levi hesitated. “Well, I guess that is something we can talk about. We really don’t have a—”
Chapman cut him off. “We’ll be fine, ma’am. Thank you, though. After you get settled, we might come back over this way to see how things are going for you. Okay?”
The new mayor of FEMA Camp S-53 gave Chapman a puzzled look, as did Levi, but she nodded in response. “Our door is always open to you all. Again, Levi, thank you for risking your life to help us, too. It won’t be forgotten.”
“Yes, ma’am. You’re welcome.”
One of the mayor’s assistants handed Levi his Bowie knife. “I know what this is, and I’ll bet it’s yours.”
Levi took the knife that had been in his family for generations. “Yeah, thanks. Um, I have a gun here, too. Y’all can have it.”
Mayor Rogers spontaneously stepped forward and gave Levi a hug. She whispered in his ear, “Godspeed, Patriot.”
The sun began to rise, and the tired group made their way out of the compound. They crossed through the tall grasses of the field, leaving a path knocked over from their strides. Then, one by one, they glanced over their shoulders at Camp S-53 before disappearing into the woods.
 



Chapter 40
Raven Rock Mountain Complex
Liberty Township, Pennsylvania
 
President Houston continued to work toward providing the most amount of help to the greatest number of people. With each passing day, the nation’s satellites in low-Earth orbit were coming back online. It appeared from the best available prognostications of the scientific community that the rapid pole shift had paused and the geomagnetic reversal had stabilized. There was not, however, any indication that the wandering poles would return to either geographic north or south, where they’d resided for many hundreds if not thousands of years.
The president had grown impatient with FEMA’s inability to help the government officials and their families who’d been forced to reside in Raven Rock’s mess hall. He lamented to anyone who’d listen that he couldn’t be expected to bring America back onto solid footing if he couldn’t manage to help the people under his own roof.
A water taxi system of sorts was finally put in place to ferry refugees out of Raven Rock to higher elevations. Some of the governmental officials who were ordinarily labeled essential personnel during a time of crisis were no longer given than status. The nation wasn’t at war, nor was the threat of a nuclear conflict realistic. As a result, some of the intelligence and military personnel could be moved to a less secure location.
The rest of the nation’s government, including the president, would begin to evacuate the flooded Raven Rock Mountain Complex that day. The less secure facility at the Greenbrier would become their new, temporary home.
Situated two hundred fifty miles southwest of Raven Rock, and where Washington, DC, used to stand, the famed hotel was nestled in the Allegheny Mountains near White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia.
The staff of the Greenbrier began pampering their guests in 1778 when it was built. Over two and a half centuries, the hotel had hosted presidents and foreign dignitaries. It had acted as a hospital and a military headquarters for both the South and the North during the first American Civil War. During World War II, the hotel was converted into a two-thousand-bed hospital. Over the course of four years, twenty-four thousand soldiers were treated at the surgical and rehabilitation center.
Then came the Cold War. The federal government once again called the Greenbrier into service, this time as an emergency relocation center for upper-level cabinet members and high-ranking members of Congress. Project Greek Island, as it was known, maintained a constant state of operational readiness as the Cold War with the Soviet Union garnered the constant attention of the nation’s foreign policymakers.
The underground bunkers were constructed with an aboveground addition to the hotel designed for the U.S. government to function in a time of crisis. The end of the Cold War resulted in the Greenbrier being decommissioned as one of the government’s emergency operations centers in favor of Raven Rock, Cheyenne Mountain, and Mount Weather in Virginia. However, the secretive labyrinth of bunkers and communications centers were still in place, and therefore, at an elevation of two thousand feet, the Greenbrier became a logical location for the new White House.
Not to mention it was, in fact, white.

The president had been informed by the Secret Service and the Department of Defense that he’d be among the first personnel to be evacuated from Raven Rock to the Greenbrier.
President Houston addressed his Director of Homeland Security. “Marc, I’ve never been to the Greenbrier, but I certainly know where White Sulphur Springs is located. I’ll never forget that campaign stop in Beckley during the primary. Senator Manchin insisted I make an appearance if I wanted to carry the state, and he was right. I won it in the primary and in the general.”
Ducci nodded. “Yes, sir. I remember. We held the rally in an airport hangar and froze our asses off. The crowd was sparse, but the media from around the state turned out in droves. Merely showing up won their hearts.”
The president laughed. “Um, yeah, until I put the coal mines out of business. Anyway, how are we gonna get there from here?”
“Well, it’s a little bit convoluted, but it works. The Navy has put together a flotilla to pick us up nearby. For safety’s sake, we’ll be accompanied by the Navy’s fast boats used to combat drug running in the Gulf of Mexico. All of these vessels were hardened after terrorists began selling the targeted EMP weapons to the cartels in exchange for smuggling their operatives across the southern border. The geostorm activity has not affected most of our Coast Guard and border patrol boats.”
“I’m not much of a geography expert, but if the Greenbrier is located at two thousand feet, we’ll still have some work to do.”
Ducci nodded as he waited for the president to finish his statement. “Yes, sir. The boats will take us down the Shenandoah Valley, which is bordered by the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east and the Appalachians to the west.
“When the waters rose, as you know, everything along the coast from New York to the Chesapeake was flooded. The water filled the Shenandoah Valley, allowing large islands to be created out of the mountains. The boats can travel unobstructed down the old valley along what used to be Interstate 81.
“We’ll disembark at a small community called Buffalo Gap, where Humvees dispatched out of a nearby West Virginia Army National Guard base will greet us. After that, we’ll have to travel through the mountains, but the road has been secured by the military.”
“What’s the condition of the hotel?”
“Remarkably good, sir. It sits high enough to avoid the floodwaters, and its grounds slope, so water didn’t accumulate during the long rainy spell. Naturally, the hotel itself is without electricity, but the bunkers and the EOC were hardened decades ago to withstand a Russian nuke, so the constant solar activity hasn’t negatively impacted our ability to conduct the nation’s business.”
The president sighed. “If we would’ve known, we could have gone there in the first place.”
“Nobody could’ve known about this, sir.”
A gentle knock at the door ended the conversation. The Secret Service detail indicated they were ready for the president to leave Raven Rock. He and Ducci, along with the president’s acting chief of staff, walked through the corridors of Raven Rock for the last time. As they did, the president was philosophical.
“Since the beginning, there have been efforts to move the capital elsewhere. Heck, Washington took office in New York City, but by the time he was reelected in 1792, the capital had been relocated to Philly for a decade or so. Jefferson was the first to be inaugurated in Washington. I guess that makes me a historic figure in a sense, as the last to be inaugurated there.”
They exited the building and were thrust into the daylight for the first time in months. They both squinted and shielded their eyes until aides rushed to their sides with umbrellas.
Ducci wasn’t being argumentative, but simply wanted to make a point when he added, “Well, the waters could recede, sir. Somewhere underneath the expanding ocean is our nation’s capital.”
“I don’t know, Marc. You know, there are some who believe the capital should be moved to a more centralized location.”
Ducci laughed. “Like Nebraska, right?”
The president smiled. “Well, yeah, that’s not gonna happen. But why not West Virginia? I’ve seen pictures of the Greenbrier. We could put all branches of the government under one roof. Think about it. The minority leaders couldn’t hide from me anymore. I could march right down the hall and bust in on their whispering and gossiping.”
Ducci laughed. “I’d pay to see that.”
The president exhaled as he was escorted onto the USS Harpers Ferry, a six-hundred-ten-foot dock landing ship with only a twenty-one-foot draft. It was designed to deliver military assets into locales with shallow waters.
“You know, the leadership of this nation is going to be tested in a way like no other. In the past, even world wars were politicized with partisan bickering. I truly hope we can pull together to recover from this catastrophe.”
“Time will tell, sir.”
 



Chapter 41
Pinnacle Overlook
Cumberland Gap
Southeast Kentucky
 
Life after the pole shift and the massive geomagnetic storms that engulfed the planet was similar to the weeks and months before—full of emotional highs and lows. Certain events were always remembered as standing out in one’s life. Marriage and divorce. The birth of a child and the loss of a loved one. The excitement shared on momentous occasions and the suffering when things went poorly.
The Boones had mostly suffered pain and loss since the planet became subjected to the cataclysmic climatic and geologic events caused by the rapid reversal of the magnetic field. They’d lost Squire, a devoted husband, father, and grandfather, as a result of the power grid being shut down.
They’d lost their farm, not to the banker who’d stop at nothing to take their property but, rather, to the dramatic changes the Earth was experiencing.
Through it all, there was very little opportunity to cheer a win except for that first afternoon at the Pinnacle Overlook when they’d cheated death and experienced the warmth of sunshine on their faces for the first time in over a month.
And what a month it was. Tommy and Kristi were almost thrown into the Ohio River as a bridge collapsed. Chapman survived being buried alive. The most powerful hurricane to hit American soil ever recorded, if it could’ve been, destroyed half their supplies and killed some of their precious horses. An earthquake, massive in size and fury, swallowed an entire valley and its nearly one hundred thousand residents without warning. It left behind a river where there wasn’t one before.
Then there was Levi being kidnapped. While the family courageously fought to free him and bring him home, Levi’s young son stood bravely in the face of death and killed a bear to protect his grandmother. Jesse cheered his success, but his reaction paled in comparison to the one when his parents came running out of the woods that morning.
He’d been on patrol. A job Jesse had gladly undertaken since the grid went down nearly two months ago. He’d dutifully walked the driveway at Riverfront Farms and around the perimeter of the yard, trying to do his part to help the family survive. Now he was fulfilling a similar role.
Despite his late-night encounter with the bear, Jesse was up and at ’em at dawn, rifle in hand and eyes focused on their surroundings. He heard feet shuffling through the woods at first, immediately raising his awareness that a threat might be approaching. He gathered up his grandmother and sister and told them to hide inside their makeshift home adjacent to the restrooms.
Sarah, of course, grabbed a rifle and stood shoulder to shoulder with Jesse as the footsteps grew louder. Rachel, playing the role of little sister, refused his instructions and stood behind them for safety.
Carly raced into the clearing first, followed closely behind by Levi. Seconds later, the young family crashed into each other in the tall grasses next to the parking lot. Tears and cheers filled the air as the family reunited after a stressful night.
Levi and Carly agreed not to tell the kids the truth about what had happened, opting instead for a simple story that Levi had become lost. Jesse enjoyed teasing his father about his silly mistake, and Levi graciously played the part of second-rate explorer. The white lie was necessary, and it allowed Jesse to take the limelight as he gave an elaborate, somewhat exaggerated account of his heroics with the bear.
He desperately wanted to show Levi his kill, so the two of them broke away from the group. Sarah scrambled to feed the weary warriors, and after a change of clothes, they settled in for ham and grits, including a small rectangle of cheese covered in wax that Sarah had packed for a special occasion.
The group ate together, laughed, and talked about skinning the bear for a nice big rug. Levi recalled advice from his grandfather about the proper technique. None of them had ever eaten bear meat, and in fact, they had insufficient salt to protect the bear hide. A black bear hide needed to be heavily salted to preserve it, with twenty pounds being about the norm. They’d need even more salt to preserve the meat.
Despite being exhausted, everyone recognized the importance of using the kill for their survival. Tommy and Kristi volunteered to apply their veterinarian and surgical skills to preserving the hide.
Isabella remembered seeing geologic formations in the ridge along the trail toward the Hensley Settlement that contained salt. The nearby town of Flat Lick that they’d passed through on the way to the Cumberland Gap was known for its salty rock, which attracted wild animals. She’d pointed out one such example during the journey and had seen indications of similar outcroppings as they explored the woods the day before.
This gave Carly and Sarah an opportunity to see their new potential home for themselves. They offered to go with Chapman and Isabella to their new potential camp and bring back salt after the ride.
Without any sleep, the new pioneers set about their day. The bear was properly field dressed and ready for curing just as the riders returned with blocks of salt chipped away from the lick in the woods.
Carly had heard all about the Hensley Settlement during the hike back to the overlook earlier that morning. She and Levi were on board with making the move as quickly as possible. After seeing it in person, she wanted to pack up and lead the family down there immediately.
However, everyone agreed that the move would not be as simple as loading the horses and hitting the dusty trail. It would take many trips, during which time they, and their supplies, would be separated.
After a lengthy discussion on how to best organize the move, the family slept hard, leaving only Sarah and Jesse to patrol the perimeter. By the next morning, the group was well rested and full of excitement as they took the first load by horseback to their new home.
The trail was cleared by Levi, Chapman, and Tommy at the crack of dawn. They took a moment to retrieve the tools and gardening supplies from the burned-out property and deposited them into the restored barn.
Then everyone began making trips back and forth, making good time of it since they had the use of the horses and Wonky Donkey. Even Brooke played a role as an additional patrol guard at the overlook while the transition took place.
The move took the entire day, and eventually, the Boones said goodbye to the Pinnacle Overlook and Tommy’s beloved Mustang. They agreed the overlook would still serve a purpose as a place to observe their surroundings from a different perspective. Chapman and Isabella would come here often to check the water levels in the Cumberland Gap. Tommy and Levi would systematically dismantle the solar array and bring the parts to their new home for reassembly. At times, Sarah would ride up to the overlook alone to talk with God and her husband.
The Boones were ready to begin their new life because now they’d found a spot to start over. It was a pioneer life with a far different meaning than the days when the new civilization in America spread across the vast continental wilderness.
The first pioneers were adventurous and independent. They were trappers, fur traders, miners, surveyors, and families looking for a larger piece of the American pie. Others were simply interested in seeing what was out there. An anonymous wandering squatter was believed to have said, To move, all I have to do is put out the fire and call the dog. One such pioneer of this mindset, Silas Garber, settled in a sod-roofed lean-to on a prairie bank in 1871. Four years later, he became the governor of Nebraska.
The modern pioneers like the Boones were different. They’d become survivalists. Their interests weren’t concerned with exploration or expanding their real estate holdings. They didn’t care about getting rich from mining and the fur trade. They simply wanted to survive the greatest catastrophic event in the history of modern mankind.
To do so would require learning the old ways. They’d have to apply common sense and learned skills, some through experience and others via their historic Boone DNA. To a person, old and young, Boone or extended family, they were up for the task.
 



Chapter 42
The Hensley Settlement at Shillalah Creek
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
Everywhere they settled, the pioneers of old made homes for themselves using what the land provided them. In the mountains of East Tennessee, Southeastern Kentucky, and Western Virginia, the essential tool was the ax. They began chopping saplings, and then they either used an ax or a crosscut saw to clear fields.
There were no subdivisions with model homes and smiling Realtors extolling the virtues of the newest appliance packages with smart technology. Homes didn’t come equipped with Nest, Alexa, or other devices that allowed you to control every aspect of your life without leaving the comfort of your La-Z-Boy recliner.
It took a lot of work and time to create a settlement. A clearing large enough to build homes and outbuildings, sow seeds for their first crop, or to maintain livestock took many months to construct.
Winter would descend upon the Cumberland Mountains soon, and it would be completely unpredictable. The pole shift had changed the planet’s climate and weather patterns. In addition, extreme weather anomalies had already reared their ugly heads.
The Boones were incredibly lucky that Chapman and Isabella found the Hensley Settlement. The historic property, abandoned by the National Park Service as the government shut down, stood vacant and ready for new pioneers to bring it alive once again.
Initially, the family wisely occupied structures that were in close proximity to one another. The original homes built by the Hensley family were clustered together on the east of the clearing, along with the schoolhouse. Each couple took a home, with the largest going to Levi, Carly, and the kids.
Sarah chose the original schoolhouse as her home. It was a large open structure built of logs and clay-mud. There was a partitioned space inside with a cast-iron stove and hand-hewn tables and chairs. Sarah would store their food supplies in the schoolhouse and coordinate the preparation of meals there. It would be a place for the family to gather to discuss the day’s events or to use for safety in the event of severe weather because it had the best-built roof.
Just as important as the day-to-day matters associated with their new settlement, Sarah was insistent their new home had a place of worship. She respected the fact that several members of her family were not religious, although after what they’d been through, they’d appeared to open their minds. Sarah Boone believed God’s Hand had guided them through this ordeal and delivered the Hensley Settlement to her family. Therefore, she would thank Him on Sundays and hoped the rest of the family would as well.

The west side of the settlement would be used for farming. They planned on expanding the apple orchard and would use the area around the barn and blacksmith shop as a place to work. Both of the homes originally built and occupied by the Gibbons families would remain vacant in the event they took on new residents.
Farming and protecting a property of this size would be a challenge without additional members being added to the group. They had the same conversation several times about how to deal with newcomers if any happened upon their property. Based upon the geological changes surrounding the southernmost end of the Cumberland Mountains, they determined the most likely direction others might come upon the Hensley Settlement was from their east, so they focused most of their patrols in that direction.
It had been a week since the family had descended from the mountaintop and occupied the settlement above Brush Mountain. For half a century after it was built, the families lived there without electricity, indoor plumbing or any other kinds of modern conveniences. The NPS had taken over the property and restored twenty-five of the original buildings. The Boones turned the historic property into their home.
Using the plow and farm implements acquired on their journey from Indiana, they began to clear the field, one acre at a time. Tommy, the tallest of the party, had become adept at using a scythe, while Chapman wielded the short-handled sickle like a pro. They cleared the tall grasses until the ground was visible. The kids would gather up the cut hay, pile it on top of Wonky Donkey, and walk the bundles to the barn to feed the horses.
Once the guys were satisfied there were no rocks hidden, which might damage the timeworn plow, they turned the field and planted their heirloom vegetable seeds that grew well in the winter.
Some of the cut grasses were used for bedding. Many of the early beds were made by pioneers out of leaves, pine needles, and hay. The Boones had a combination of sleeping bags and cushions retrieved from the Arctic Fox camper. There were also primitive beds located in the larger houses. They were made out of notched poles with sturdy rope woven between them to create a place to sleep besides the floor.
Frankly, the Boones worked so hard in those early weeks as they rushed to ready themselves for winter that they could’ve passed out on the floor and been okay with it. But as they discussed the possibility of venturing farther away from their new home to explore and forage, real mattresses were high on everybody’s wish list.
Fresh water was abundant from nearby Shillalah Creek, which bordered the south side of the property. Making use of the water was a much greater challenge. There were wooden buckets used as props in nearly every home located at the settlement and several hanging from rings in the barns. It was part of their morning routine to walk up the paths leading to the creek to refill their buckets to be used as drinking water, for cooking, and to flush, so to speak, after using their outhouses.
One day, Tommy and Levi made their way back up to the Pinnacle Overlook. They were pleased to find their old, temporary home exactly the way they left it. The most knowledgeable mechanics of the group took apart the vehicles, dismantling any vessel available to carry fresh water. They used the motors’ expansion tanks from the coolant systems as well as the windshield washer fluid containers. The camper had a water system that included a thirty-quart tank that was easily removed thanks to the destruction wrought by the high winds that one evening.
Another day, they returned with Chapman and Kristi. They carefully demolished the plumbing fixtures and piping from the restroom facility. It was step one in an overall plan to create a gravity-fed plumbing system connecting Shillalah Creek with the schoolhouse.
As time passed, the new pioneers realized that everything was an asset. One might see the bucket seats of a vehicle and shrug. Tommy saw them as comfortable recliners he could bolt to a wood floor for their comfort. They removed the two bench seats out of the Scooby van another day and created a living room within the schoolhouse.
Then the last thing they retrieved from their vehicles made two children and one chimpanzee the happiest of all—the car tires. Using the tire tool in the Mustang, they jacked up the car and removed the tires. They let out all the air and then broke the bead of the tire, the seal around the rim holding the air in place. Using some of Sarah’s liquid detergent to make the process somewhat easier, they worked the tires off the rims with the flat edge of the tire tool.
After chopping down some sturdy grapevines, which ran up the oak trees on the edge of the clearing, they were able to create several tire swings for the kids to play on. Brooke was the best, of course, and spent much of her day swinging on the tires and tree limbs, just as Knight had done once upon a time.
All in all, the family was getting settled in. They worked hard and they’d overcome the challenges of a transition from modern civilization to life in the 1800s. Now comfortable in their surroundings, it was decided they should venture out to see what surrounded them. This brought about an unexpected change in their lives.
 



Chapter 43
The Hensley Settlement at Shillalah Creek
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
“Okay, I won’t lie. I’ve been waitin’ for this day for a couple of weeks,” said an impatient Levi Boone sitting atop his horse. He’d threatened to wander off in his free time, which, of course, didn’t exist when they were establishing their new settlement. Levi had his ancestor’s penchant for exploration. There wasn’t a trail he didn’t want to check out or a creek he didn’t want to follow. Finally, after a lot of suggesting and whining, an exploration party was formed to begin surveying their surroundings.
He actually made a very good argument when he said they should determine if there were any other people living nearby. They should make a threat assessment or determine if they might be of some assistance.
There were two access points into the historic property. From the east, visitors could travel along the Hensley Settlement Road, which followed the steep and difficult terrain until it made its way into the valley. Before the earthquake and the flooding, Brownies Creek had wound its way alongside a two-lane country road. Now a slow-moving river occupied the space.
To the west of the settlement was the Shillalah Creek Trail. Stretching eleven miles from the settlement to the newly formed river, it was primarily used for hiking, backpacking, and nature trips up the ridge until it ended at the top of Brush Mountain and the Hensley Settlement.
Tommy, Kristi, and Jesse joined him as they made their way down the ridge on horseback. Occasionally, they came across a fallen tree that they had to navigate around. The heavy rains of weeks ago had taken their toll on the steepest sides of the ridge as erosion destabilized the ground around the trees’ root systems.
They took care not to create too wide a path, as they didn’t want to make it easy for anyone to drive an operating vehicle up the trail. They rode down the entire length of the trail until they came to State Highway 217 that used to lead to Middlesboro. After a short ride in that direction, they saw the road had been turned into what could best be described as a boat launch. The two-lane highway and its double yellow line sloped gently into the new river until it disappeared from view.
However, on the upslope of the highway at the base of the ridge was a gravel road bordered by a three-rail brown fence. A block and stone entry monument referred to the development as Shillalah Village.
“Dad, whadya think?” asked Jesse as he turned his horse a few paces up the driveway. “Shouldn’t we check it out?” Like father, like son.
Levi shrugged. “That’s why we’re here. Let’s go.”
Without asking Tommy’s and Kristi’s opinions, Levi and Jesse charged ahead up the road, which led toward the ridge they’d just traveled down. They continued for half a mile before coming upon the first home.
Levi motioned for Kristi and Tommy to continue up the hill. They drew their rifles out of their scabbards and laid them across their laps. Jesse was told to wait at the driveway in case he saw anyone run out of the side of the house or attempt to encircle them.
Levi dismounted and tied his horse off to the mailbox. With his rifle cradled in his arms, he slowly approached the front door and knocked. He immediately stepped back and to the side of the entry in case the occupants decided to shoot him through the door.
Nobody answered.
He knocked harder this time and announced himself, even using his name to show he had no ill intent. Again, there was no reply.
He glanced back at the rest of the riders, who were all waiting for a signal from him. He held his hand and index finger in the air, indicating he needed another minute. He walked around the side of the house to the carport and found it empty. Then he began to peek in the windows of the home, looking for any signs of the owners. It looked unoccupied.
A few minutes later, he’d returned to the group and mounted his horse. He waved Jesse up the hill to join them.
“Nobody home, I guess. Or they’re hiding. The thing is, the place looks like it hasn’t been lived in. You know. Neat. Tidy. Unused.”
“What should we do?” asked Kristi.
“Let’s check out the rest of the neighborhood before we decide.”
They rode up the only other street in the largely undeveloped rural subdivision. There were three other homes, each located along the base of the ridge. None of them appeared to be occupied or tampered with.
“So weird, right?” asked Kristi after they left the last home. “Where did these people go?”
“There could be a couple of explanations,” offered Tommy. “First, and this is just my opinion, but these homes looked to be occupied by elderly people. Looking through the windows, I’ve seen décor and things that gave me fond memories of going to my grandmother’s house when I was little.
“Second, the occupants were probably like us. They saw the water rising and swallowing their neighbors’ homes. All of the cars are gone except for one, the older Buick at this last house. Again, Buicks are driven by old people, you know?”
They rode back to the intersection of the only two streets in the small subdivision. The waters had risen up to the fence line that surrounded the front and west side of the development.
Levi pointed through the trees to the rear of the home where they stopped to talk. “I can see why they evacuated. The backyard of this house is right at the edge.”
“Plus, we really don’t know if the water will continue to rise,” continued Tommy. “If Chapman and Isabella are right, the Arctic ice and the glaciers will continue to melt, driving the water levels higher and higher.”
Kristi agreed and made an additional point. “Don’t forget the possibility of rain. It’s been dry for a while now, but that Svensmark thing could happen at any time. A few more weeks of rain and these guys are under water like the rest of those rooftops over there.”
“Good point,” said Levi. “I mean, honestly, I saw these four houses and thought we should consider moving in. The thing is, will the water keep comin’? If we get run out of here by flooding, somebody might’ve taken over the settlement in the meantime. We’d be screwed.”
The four of them dismounted and weighed the pros and cons until they reached a consensus. There was a reason somebody came up with that old saying about a bird in the hand being worth two in the bush.
“Okay, it’s agreed,” said Levi. “We’ll stay put. I’m sure Carly will agree.”
“Mom too,” said Kristi, and then she laughed. “She’d be pissed if we asked her to leave.”
“Yeah, she’s pretty happy,” added Jesse.
Tommy wandered toward the driveway of the house in front of them. “Hey, I know we’ve kinda talked about this before. You know, the whole foraging versus stealing thing. Honestly, I was uncomfortable with the thought of taking people’s belongings, but that was before what we’ve been through.”
Levi joined his side, and his comment was intended to sway the group’s decision. “The place is abandoned.”
“This house is the closest to being taken by the water,” added Kristi.
Levi nodded. “Listen, y’all, you don’t have to convince me. I’m all about taking care of this kid and the rest of my family. If there’s nobody here to stop us, I think we should take what we need.”
Tommy looked at Kristi and she agreed. It was decided, and the four of them rode to the back of the house and tied off their horses. Tommy quickly pointed out the small single-axle utility trailer propped up against the back of the carport. Its tailgate was partially submerged in the rising waters.
“Do you think the horses can pull that?” he asked Levi.
“Oh, yeah. It’s got wheels and we have a paved surface for most of the way up the trail. If we don’t overload it and make multiple trips, we can walk them up the ridge and even help pull.”
Tommy gestured toward the sliding glass doors leading onto a wood deck behind the house. Levi took the lead, using the butt of his rifle to gently break out the glass. After reaching in to unlock the door, he pulled it open and made way for Tommy to charge in with the barrel of his rifle leading the way. While Jesse watched the backyard, the three adults quickly cleared the one-story rancher to confirm it was empty.
“Clear!” shouted Levi from the master bedroom.
“Clear!” responded Tommy, who quickly checked out the two guest bedrooms, one of which had been turned into a sewing and craft room.
“Bingo!” shouted Kristi. “The kitchen’s stocked with food!”
After helping themselves to a snack, they planned their return trip up the ridge and prioritized what they would take back with them. It was unanimous that they’d focus on food and medical supplies. Anything else was considered a luxury, although they planned on returning the next day to fill up another load, which would include the bedding.
Just as the sun was setting, they appeared in the clearing at their new home, immediately drawing the attention of Chapman and Isabella, who were patrolling the perimeter. The entire family met in the center of the settlement near the apple orchard to discuss their find and enjoy a treat. The owners of the home were fans of Honey Bunches of Oats cereal, so several boxes were passed around to enjoy a handful.
Meanwhile, a set of eyes, or two, was watching the joyous celebration from a rock outcropping on the ridge above the Hensley Settlement.
 



Chapter 44
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That night, the group enjoyed their best meal since before the power grid went down. The home they’d broken into had cast-iron cookware to supplement what Sarah had brought with her in the wagons. Kristi cooked a large pot of rice on her cast-iron stove together with skillet cornbread. Sarah made kidney beans and collard greens from the canned goods found at the home. They all shared bags of peanut M&M’s that were apparently a favorite of the elderly woman who had lived in the home alone.
Early the next morning around four o’clock, Chapman and Isabella relieved Tommy and Kristi, who’d taken the midnight patrol shift. Levi warned them repeatedly not to become complacent and too comfortable in their surroundings. With each passing day, those who’d survived thus far would be desperate for food or a place to live. Despite the fact they were tucked away in this unique location, they were subject to being discovered.
Against that backdrop, Chapman and Isabella split up during their patrols for the first time. The settlement was very large and oval shaped. In the time they took to walk the perimeter together, someone could easily infiltrate their settlement and wreak havoc.
It was Levi’s stern warning and their decision to split up that averted an unnecessary crisis that morning.
A sudden fog had swept through the valley atop Brush Mountain. Colder, fall-like air had swept down the ridge and collided with the warmer air hovering over the newly plowed fields at the Hensley Settlement. A light fog formed in the low spots, hampering visibility as dawn approached.
Unbeknownst to the Boone family, they’d been watched for two days by a man and a woman who’d created a campsite atop an outcropping known as White Rocks. Just off the Shillalah Creek Trail that traversed the ridge, the rocks jutted out over the face of the ridge, allowing visibility for miles. The two people had followed the trail toward the southwest and happened upon the White Rocks, where they discovered the Boones’ new home.
Before they reported their findings back to their group, they wanted to get a better look at the buildings below. Their plan was to enter the open space on the open side of where the two-man patrol was located. However, the fog obscured their view, and Chapman’s splitting up with Isabella left him in position to intercept them as they came out of the woods.
He’d just rounded the cross fence near the apple orchard when he saw the two figures appear at the edge of the woods. Rather than sound the alarm, he waited for them to be closer to the small Gibbons farmhouse just below the apple orchard.
Chapman moved toward the tree line to use it as cover. As they walked slowly across the unplowed field, he circled around to cut off their escape into the woods. Once he was in position, he was ready to make his presence known.
“Hold it right there!” he shouted just before firing a single gunshot into the air.
The two panicked and became confused. They started running directly toward Chapman, searching for the path they’d used onto the property.
Chapman fired again. The report of the rifle reverberated off the steep ridge and sent the animals into a frenzy. Brooke’s chattering could be heard in the distance, as could the rest of the family.
“Where are you?” shouted Isabella.
“Small Gibbons farm!”
Isabella repeated Chapman’s location so the others could hear.
“On our way!” Levi’s voice boomed from near the cemetery. The sound of his horse’s hooves pounding the road through the fields could be heard in the distance.
“Run!” the female shouted to her partner as she took off across the field toward the barn. The male stood still with his hands up as Chapman moved closer with his gun. The sun had risen just enough so silhouettes and shadows could be seen.
Another gunshot rang out, this time coming from Chapman’s left.
“Stop! Now!”
It was Isabella. She’d come down the road bisecting the property and caught the woman running away.
“Okay! Okay!” the woman responded.
Levi burst around the house on his horse and pulled back on the reins before he ran into the man Chapman held at gunpoint.
“Where’s the other one?” he asked excitedly.
“Toward the big house,” replied Chapman. “Isabella just shot at her.”
Levi pulled on the reins to turn his horse in that direction. He dug his heels into his horse’s sides, which immediately responded. Seconds later, he arrived at Isabella’s position, where she, too, had captured the trespasser.
Soon, the entire Boone family had arrived on the scene, with Brooke leading the way, teeth bared and vociferous as always in the face of danger. It took Kristi longer to calm her down than the humans who were at risk.
Suddenly, Levi shouted, “Stand down! Everybody, stand down. It’s all right.”
“What?” asked Chapman. “Are you—?”
“Yeah, I know this girl.”
Chapman’s captive began to lower his arms. Chapman barked at him, “Put ’em back in the air! Now!”
“But—” he began before Chapman menacingly pointed the rifle at his head.
“You heard me!”
The sun began to burn off the light fog, and the family gathered around the small Gibbons farmhouse, where Chapman continued to hold the young man at gunpoint. A moment later, Levi walked his horse alongside Isabella and a young girl.
Levi arrived and motioned for Chapman to lower his rifle before he explained, “Everyone, this is Fairy. She was the teenage girl at the FEMA camp who helped me that night.”
Chapman was still on edge and not sure if he cared what she’d done in the past. He was interested in their intentions at this moment. “What are you doing sneaking around here in the wee hours of the morning?”
She was quick to reply. “Um, we’ve been watching you for a couple of days from a ledge up there.” She pointed up the ridge past the creek.
“Why?” asked Chapman.
The young man spoke up. “Mayor Rogers told us to explore the mountains to see what we could find. You know, houses or other places to live. We’ve got too many people and not enough places to sleep.”
Chapman still seemed agitated, so Levi joined his side and patted him on the shoulder to reassure him. He asked about the conditions of Camp S-53, unconcerned about their intentions.
“How are you comin’ along over there?”
“It was okay at first,” began Fairy. “Everyone felt good about being free, but soon the realities set in. We were still living on top of each other in those tents. The food supply was going down, and when FEMA didn’t show up for several days for the resupply, a lot of people began to get antsy. That’s why Mayor Rogers sent us out here to, you know, find food and houses.”
Chapman furrowed his brow and pointed his rifle a little higher. “So you were scopin’ us out. What were you gonna do, go back and tell them what we have so they can rob us like a bunch of thieves in the night?”
“No, no,” the young man tried to defend their actions. “Nothin’ like that. I swear.”
“You’re lyin’!” shouted Chapman.
“No, sir. We ain’t lyin’,” said Fairy. “We don’t do that. All of us remember what it was like to be held against our will and have our things taken from us. But this is such a big place, and I thought maybe you might have room for some more. That’s all.”
Sarah stepped in to calm everyone down. “Fairy, is it?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Interesting name.”
“Yes, ma’am. My father’s name is Peter, and my mom always liked the idea of calling her daughter Tinker Bell. Dad kinda drew the line on that, but he went along with Fairy. I don’t know, I guess it kinda fits, you know?”
“Yes, it appears so. Will you and your friend join us for breakfast before you leave?”
“Yes, ma’am,” exclaimed the young man. “We’ve been eatin’ snack bars for two days, and I’m powerful hungry.”
“We’re gonna feed—” began Chapman before Sarah cut him off.
“Yes, son, we are. They’re hungry and may have a long trip ahead of them today.” She turned her attention to their new guests. “How long did it take you to get here?”
“About five or six hours. We walked along the trail at the top of the ridge and then followed a path down to a big cave full of sand. Then we decided to sleep for the night on those white-colored rocks. The next morning, we saw your camp.”
Sarah continued her seemingly innocent questions. Like Chapman, she was concerned that their new home had been discovered. Regardless of what the people at the FEMA camp had done to help Levi, they were still a potential threat as far as she was concerned. She intended to get these kids to let their guard down while they enjoyed a hot meal. Then she would send them on their way but not alone.
Levi and Carly would be going with them, and so would Sarah.
 



Chapter 45
The Greenbrier
White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia
 
The mood was subdued as President Houston and his vice president greeted the new arrivals in the lobby of the Greenbrier. The nation’s intelligence agencies and the Secretaries of Defense and State were confident that no national security threat existed from the nation’s adversaries. Like the United States, the world’s major military powers, and even rogue nations, had their hands full in dealing with the catastrophe.
Therefore, the military used its transportation assets that had been hardened against EMPs to gather up the president’s cabinet, their chiefs of staff, and leading members of Congress to the new location of the federal government—the Greenbrier in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia.
Most were casually dressed and somewhat haggard from the trip. High-level government officials were used to traveling in first-class accommodations, not troop transport helicopters. They were in good spirits, however, and anxious to get to work. Despite political affiliation, they all shared a common purpose, which was to get the country back on its feet and help as many Americans survive as they could.
After getting settled into their hotel rooms, they were led to the Taft Room located in the hotel’s second-floor conference center. Massive generators had been brought through coordination between FEMA and the USAASC, the U.S. Army Acquisition Support Center.
Most of the first and second floors of the Greenbrier had electricity to power lights and audio-visual equipment. A temporary communications center was established in the Johnson and Rayburn rooms located in the former bunkers beneath the hospital. The military personnel were quartered there or in tents on the spacious front lawn of the Greenbrier.
Once everyone was settled in the eighteen-hundred-square-foot Taft Room, named after President William Howard Taft, the president greeted them with a few opening remarks before turning the presentation over to Marc Ducci and members of his Department of Homeland Security Team, which included the familiar face of Nola Taylor from NASA.
Ducci first briefed the attendees on the nation’s military readiness. At the risk of their security, the president had diverted military assets to recovery efforts. Their goal was to rescue and protect as many Americans as possible.
Over the years, the nation’s military equipment had been systematically hardened against the profound impact of an electromagnetic pulse, whether man-made or natural, as was the present case. In the 1990s, a commission was formed, led by Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, designed to study the impact of an EMP attack on the nation’s power grid. It was this report that prompted the government to take action to protect their electronics. It was also instrumental in President Houston’s decision to implement the black start program designed to protect the grid.
While many debated the wisdom of the president’s decision at the time, as it turned out, the extent of the catastrophe rendered the issue moot. The electrical infrastructure of the nation would have to be rebuilt at some point.
“What about the death toll, Marc? Is there any way to discern numbers?”
“Mr. President, to be quite honest, the numbers are based upon conjecture and best-guess estimates derived from the EMP Commission findings. I have a communique from Dr. Peter Vincent Pry, the former chief of staff to the Congressional Committee on EMPs.
“His estimate, based solely upon the effect of the grid shutdown, is that roughly seventy percent of Americans have perished due to lack of adequate shelter, food, clean water, and needed medications.
“He was unable to opine as to the loss of life due to societal unrest, but, as we’ve known for months, the mayhem in the larger populations centers was beyond our control. The martial law declaration did very little to control the violence.”
The president rubbed his temples as he considered the numbers. “Marc, are you sure? Two hundred million dead in a matter of three months?”
“Well, sir, all of our studies confirm that humans can barely survive beyond three days without fresh water or three weeks without adequate nutrition. Our body’s functions simply fail at those critical stages. As the weeks and now months pass by, and due to our inability to reach pockets of the country that are cut off by the flooding, the deaths most likely rose exponentially.”
“But seventy percent?” The president was astonished and somewhat skeptical.
“Sir, Dr. Pry believes the number could be much higher as a result of the catastrophe itself. He pointed out in his summary that the seventy percent figure over three months was based solely on an EMP knocking out the grid. The cataclysmic effect of the geological changes naturally results in a much higher death toll.”
The president sighed and looked around at the remnants of America’s government. Everyone immediately realized how lucky they were to be alive.
“Please tell me that’s all the bad news to share.”
“Well, sir, let me address the transformation our planet is undergoing. Based upon information received from the team at Cheyenne Mountain and from Ms. Taylor, the NASA representative who has joined us once again, we can now confirm that the pole shift has suddenly stopped.”
Nola Taylor meekly raised her hand to interrupt and be allowed to speak.
The president saw her before Ducci and called upon her, as he valued her opinion. “Go ahead, Nola.”
“Thank you, Mr. President. I want to clarify Mr. Ducci’s statement so no one gets the wrong impression. None of the scientific data is conclusive. For some time, unknown to us, of course until several months ago, the Earth’s mantle and crust had engaged in a fierce battle to the death.
“The fast pole shift has resulted in a shifting of the tectonic plates. The hot, gooey mantle has been creating land masses beneath the planet’s surface, but the cold outer crust is tearing them apart. The seismic activity around the globe has been unimaginable.”
“But Ducci says the reports show the shift has stopped,” interjected the president.
“It might just be a respite, sir. Regardless, the enormous change in weight in some parts of the world triggers more activity below. Even if the wandering poles have found their final resting spot until, of course, they decide to shift again, the planet will take many decades to find a balance between mantle and crust.”
Frustrated, the president threw his hands up. “How are we supposed to plan if we can’t predict, much less identify, the current state of affairs?”
Taylor didn’t try to answer his question because there was no definitive answer.
After several seconds during which time nobody made eye contact with the president, Ducci continued his presentation. “Sir, at this point, the best we can do is provide you all available information and monitor the situation so a recovery plan can be formulated.”
The president waved his hand in front of him. “Fine, continue.”
“We are using our satellite assets to monitor weather as well as seismic events, including volcanic activity. Naturally, to the best of our ability, the rising water levels, too. We’re in the midst of an unprecedented global emergency. The use of the phrase extinction-level event has become cliché.
“Weather patterns have been disrupted, resulting in changes to farmable lands. It will take time to determine if America’s breadbasket is in the Midwest, or closer to what is now the west, well, um, the southern coast—Idaho, Montana, and Nevada.”
“I understand,” interrupted the president as Ducci continued.
“Despite the magnetic reversal ending, for now at least, the waters will continue to rise for some time. Rapid thawing of the permafrost is under way across Canada, Alaska, and the Arctic. Unfathomable amounts of planet-warming carbon dioxide and methane gases are being released into the atmosphere, which will result in wild weather swings. The rains that fell across North America could just be a precursor of things to come.
“Melting glaciers are wreaking havoc around the globe. The world’s thickest mountain glacier, Taku, located in Alaska’s Juneau Icefield, is a fraction of its former self. It’s just one of twenty major glaciers in the region that are withering away.
“Likewise, on the other end of the planet, Thwaites, labeled by glaciologists for years as the riskiest glacier due to it being the size of Great Britain, has already accounted for nearly five percent of the planet’s sea-level rise. This so-called doomsday glacier is now melting at a rate so fast that it’s causing all the surrounding continental land masses to disappear.”
“Okay, I think I’ve heard enough,” said the president. “Let me summarize what you’ve told us so far. It’s possible the pole shift has come to an end, but even if it has, the resulting climate change is not only causing sea levels, as well as inland waters, to rise exponentially, but that phenomenon is likely to continue.”
“Yes, sir,” interrupted Ducci.
“As that happens, the weight is redistributed, causing seismic activity.”
“Yes, sir. Both earthquakes and volcanic eruptions are likely for the foreseeable future.”
“Marc, we can’t plan. We can only react. Does that sum it up?”
“That’s true, sir.”
President Houston stood and slammed both hands on the conference table, startling many in the room. “How many more will die?”
“Sir, according to Dr. Pry, not accounting for casualties related to the natural disasters that have accompanied this event, ninety percent of Americans by the end of the first year. His opinion, due to the fact the power outage has been coupled with the catastrophes we’ve just identified, the timeline will be moved up substantially, and the percentage is likely higher than anything the EMP Commission envisioned.”
The president fell back into his chair, buried his face in his hands, and fought back his tears.
“God save us.”
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It had been a long time since Sarah had walked ten miles in a single outing, much less along mountainous terrain. The length of the walk was only part of what wore on her. The other was what to do about the fact a FEMA camp full of desperate people was now aware of their new home. On the surface, Fairy and her companion saw a hodgepodge of log cabins with no electricity. However, if they looked at it from a different perspective, they’d see the makings of a new community and a chance of survival. Sarah had to come up with a scenario that ensured her family’s safety while finding common interests with Mayor Rogers and those within her charge.
“Hey, this looks familiar,” said Carly as Fairy directed them down the slope. It was the exact location she and Levi had used when they first discovered the FEMA camp.
Fairy tugged on one of the tee-shirt strips Carly had used to mark the trail. “We found strips like these at the bottom of the ridge and got curious. We made our way up and discovered the trail leading along the ridge.”
Levi and Carly exchanged glances, both immediately recognizing the mistake they’d made. In the future, they’d scrub their trails of marker ribbons and even throw branches and deadfall in the way to obscure the trail’s existence.
It was early afternoon when they arrived at the camp. The evidence of the battle between the Boones and the rogue operators was still evident. The holes in the fences created by Tommy were loosely stitched together with pieces of chain link. The unusual bulbs in the tall utility lights were hanging by wiry threads, as the occupants of S-53 didn’t have replacements. The generator wasn’t running, prompting Levi to ask why. The answer was simple—it was broken.
Much like the remaining residents of former FEMA camp S-53.
A man Levi barely recognized approached them as they arrived at the gate. “Hi, baby girl,” he greeted as he hugged Fairy. He looked past her and squinted his eyes to assess the newcomers.
“Dad, you remember Levi, right?”
“Yeah, well, I guess I do. You look different in the daytime.”
Levi extended his hand to shake. “I never got a chance to thank you for that night. It was chaotic.”
“And I never introduced myself. Peter Parsons.”
Levi introduced him to Carly and Sarah, who both thanked him for everything he’d done to help free Levi. After some pleasantries, Peter’s curiosity prompted several questions in rapid fire, so Levi explained why they were there.
“We met up with Fairy and her friend at our camp. It isn’t much, basically some log cabins with roofs that probably leak like a sieve. Heck, we don’t even have beds.”
Sarah allowed an imperceptible smile. She and Levi weren’t able to talk on the trip over to Camp S-53, so the fact he was downplaying their new home meant he was playing his cards close to the vest. Plus, he was being careful not to lie to the extent of what Fairy’s knowledge was.
Sarah joined in. “I really wanted to extend my gratitude to you all for helping my son and also to meet Miss, um, Mayor Rogers. I guess. Is she your mayor?”
Peter replied, “We all consider her to be the leader of this pack of misfits. She’s run a town before, and everyone respects her opinion. She’s doin’ the best she can with little or nothing to work with.”
“Would you mind taking us to her?” asked Sarah.
“Sure. Last time I saw her, she was in her office,” replied Peter, which prompted a laugh out of Fairy.
“Yeah, she sleeps, eats and works in the supply tent. Her desk is a tall crate. Her chair is a short crate. Her bed is three crates put together.”
“Sounds crate!” exclaimed Carly, prompting the group to begin laughing so loud it attracted the attention of the other residents who’d gathered nearby to study the visitors.
As Peter led them down the center of the compound to the mayor’s tent, Sarah studied the gaunt faces of the inhabitants of S-53. They were defeated, simply existing until one thing or another ended it for them.
Fairy left with her friend and said their goodbyes. Peter entered the mayor’s tent, made the introductions, and politely retreated to leave them alone together.
Sarah and Mayor Rogers immediately hit it off. The two women were both motherly figures to their group and the functional equivalent of tribal elders, the wisdom-keepers and decision-makers who carried the responsibilities affecting their charges on their shoulders.
Mayor Rogers was tired and did not appear the least bit threatening to Sarah.
After trading a few compliments, Sarah got right to the point. “Dorothea, I can only imagine how difficult this is for you and those poor folks trying to eke out an existence here. Are you relying solely upon FEMA to continue their food deliveries?”
Mayor Rogers grimaced and nodded her head. “They’ve not been timely, and the quantity of MREs is dwindling. Far faster than our attrition rate.”
“Attrition?” asked Sarah.
“Some of our people are dying. We have mothers who are giving their portion of the food to their kids and therefore aren’t sufficiently nourished. We have desperate dads wandering off into the woods alone in search of abandoned houses or businesses. They never come back. Others have left to return to their homes on foot under the assumption the waters have dropped since the heavy rains ceased.”
“Does that help your food supplies?” asked Carly.
“Not really. They were insufficient to begin with, and the other thing that you have to remember is our captors were hogging the MREs for themselves. Some of it was taken elsewhere, presumably to their families.”
Levi perked up. “Do you have any idea where?”
“Somewhere north of here. Supposedly, across the New River, as they call it.”
“Have any of their families or friends come looking for them?”
“Just two,” she replied, and then she sighed with her eyes closed. “Leonard shot them before I could ask them questions. In any event, that was two weeks ago, and we haven’t seen any outsiders until today.”
Sarah glanced around at the dozen crates labeled meals-ready-to-eat. “Other than these prepackaged meals from the government, do you have any other means of feeding yourselves?”
“Well, we do have a couple of hunters who’ve had limited success killing feral hogs. Okay, I call them hunters, but really, they’re just good shots. They’ve killed the hogs, but they really don’t know what to do with them next.”
“Eat them,” said Carly sarcastically. Sarah gave her a that-was-rude glance, prompting a quick apology. “I’m sorry, I was joking. Do they not know how to field dress it?”
“No. We have one person who worked in the produce department at IGA, and she’d watched the butchers work before. At first, their efforts were sloppy and inefficient, yielding half the meat available. Also, some got sick because, I guess, they waited too long on the first couple of kills to clean the meat off the bone.”
Levi shook his head in disbelief. Every one of these people could have become ill from bacteria. He spoke out of turn as he said, “I could teach them.”
Sarah’s eyes got wide. She had a plan to work with the residents here, but in her opinion, the Boones had a whole lot more to offer than Mayor Rogers and her people did. “Dorothea, I need to discuss something with you that will come across as callous, so I want to apologize in advance. Okay?”
“Sure. Our group is too desperate to concern ourselves with hurt feelings.”
“Good, thank you. We have the ability to take on a couple of small families. By small, I mean parents and a couple of children. They will be able to help us around our place, and they’ll be that many less mouths for you to feed.”
Mayor Rogers nodded her head and fidgeted as she considered Sarah’s statement. “That’s encouraging. This is no life for children. However, you mentioned the word callous. Is there a catch?”
“Yes, actually, there is. We have the ability to grow food, perhaps even enough to help you folks next summer when the crops start to come in. In order to do that, I need people who are farmers. Or if they’re not, they need to be able to take over the load of our people, who can then tend to the crops. We all need to learn how to sustain ourselves until our country can get back on its feet.”
The mayor of Camp S-53 rose to her feet and wandered around the tent, running her fingers through her short gray hair. She reached for a clipboard and began to thumb through a roster of the residents. “You want to pick and choose?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so. On the surface, it might appear that we want to take your best people. That’s not the case. We are looking to fill a void with those who can both help us and fit in. Dorothea, you have to understand where I’m comin’ from. I’m willingly bringing in strangers to live with my family. Not under the same roof, but on the same plot of land. If something were to happen, I’d never forgive myself.”
Mayor Rogers smiled. She walked over to Sarah and slid a crate next to hers. She sat down and showed her the pages on the clipboard.
“Sarah, whatever helps you will help us in the long run. Let’s work together to find two deserving families, shall we?”
 



Chapter 47
The Hensley Settlement at Shillalah Creek
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
The three of them spent the night at Camp S-53 as Mayor Rogers’s guests. Levi gathered together the hunters and talked with them about the nuances of tracking wild game. Without an actual kill to work on, it was difficult to explain the process of field dressing a deer or hog, but the knowledge he imparted on them was more than what they knew on their own. Carly talked with the women about how to keep their kids happy and engaged. She also informed them on how to explore the vast forests along the ridge. However, the advice also came with a stern warning. Don’t go on someone’s property, especially the Boones’, without an invitation. They were likely to get accidentally shot, on purpose, of course.
Sarah and Mayor Rogers ultimately settled on two stereotypical nuclear families—husband, wife, and a couple of kids. She promised Mayor Rogers if this worked out, they’d build more cabins in the spring.
What she didn’t say was Levi and the guys had identified four homes that could be used by additional residents of Camp S-53 soon. Selfishly, Levi insisted upon picking the properties clean of anything of use or value to the Boones at the Hensley Settlement. They had to think of their family’s survival above all others. As he put it to his mom when they had a moment to speak alone, that case of canned vegetables might be all that stood between their family dying or having a few more days to survive.
Sarah, Levi, and Carly led the eight new members of their settlement out of Camp S-53 early that day. It took a little longer to make their way up the ridge and along the trails because of the youngsters.
One family consisted of an obstetrics nurse and her husband, who was a firefighter. They had a girl of Jesse’s age and a son who was only four. The other family consisted of an agriculture teacher at a vocational college and his wife, who was full-time mother and part-time substitute teacher in a middle school. Their girls, ages eight and eleven, were homeschooled.
Sarah based her decision on the chemistry the families brought to the Boones. Certainly, their skill levels and experience helped. However, things like work ethic, attitude, and, for Sarah, their faith were equally as important.
The new families were accepted with open arms, especially by Brooke. She was always interested in new playmates and found the four children intriguing. It also helped that the substitute schoolteacher was proficient in sign language.
While the trio was away, in anticipation of new residents coming onto the property, Chapman and Tommy made new housing arrangements. After two trips to the bottom of the ridge for furniture and supplies from the abandoned homes, they moved Levi’s family into the small Gibbons farmhouse. Sarah was then moved into the large Gibbons farmhouse near the barn and the blacksmith shop.
This would be the gathering place for meals and conversation. As the head of the Boones’ extended family, it was only natural that Sarah have the largest home.
Now that the group had grown to six children, the schoolhouse became used for its original purpose. The only remaining home that was left unoccupied was deeper into the woods about a mile away, lying in a hollow at the base of the ridge.
Built by Thomas Jefferson Cupp, a moonshiner, it sat next to Shillalah Creek and had fallen into disrepair due to the flooding that occurred. The moonshine still was located in an outbuilding, and the guys vowed to get it operable as soon as their time freed up.
That didn’t happen that winter. Everyone in the group worked dawn to dusk at preparing their fields, hunting and fishing, and exploring their surroundings for nearby homes. They learned that the New River and the chasm created by the earthquake cut off their access to Northern Kentucky. To their south, the Cumberland Gap continued to fill with water, as Chapman and Isabella documented weekly during their trips to the Pinnacle Overlook.
Much to their surprise, during the last few months of that year, the overlook wasn’t disturbed by any evidence of human activity, nor had they had any intruders approach the Hensley Settlement. By no means did they let their guard down, but it was evidence of how remote and cut off they were from the rest of the world.
It was early December, as best they could determine, when Chapman and Isabella went exploring farther up the New River toward the northeast. The entire stretch of the valley remained under water. Homes were submerged, with two-story rooflines barely protruding above the water’s surface. Across the water, the landscape was the same for miles. The side of a ridge sloped high into the air, with the landscape covered in mature trees.
As they walked that day, they came across a farm that had been flooded across the river. Sitting on a hill above the farm was a plateau that had been cleared. Chapman was the first to notice the barn nestled along the back side of the clearing together with a gravel road winding its way through the trees. He pulled the binoculars out of his backpack and studied the land.
“Holy smokes!” he exclaimed and pointed toward the property. He handed the binoculars to Isabella. “Look at the back side of the clearing. What do you see?”
“Horses! Three horses. Cows as well. And, and…chickens! Chapman, is this the jackpot?”
Chapman started laughing and hugged his love. “Oui, mademoiselle, this is the jackpot.”
“How do we get over there?” she asked.
“We’re going to build a boat!”
 



Chapter 48
Near Berts Branch
Martins Fork of the Cumberland River
Southeast Kentucky
 
Crossing bodies of water was probably the most dangerous undertaking by the pioneers of old. Swollen rivers or hidden perils like tree stumps could cause the loss of life and their supplies. Animals often panicked wading through deep, swift water, causing them to drown or injure the pioneers.
The pioneers’ inexperience at river crossings gave rise to the ferryman. Large flat boats were built and used to carry livestock, wagons, and the pioneers from one side to the other at a hefty cost. The charge for a family was around sixteen dollars, the value of an ox at that time.
When Chapman proposed his endeavor to Levi, his younger brother told Chapman about the risks. He also reminded him that they’d never built a boat, much less one capable of carrying livestock. Cattle and horses ranged in weight from fifteen hundred to over two thousand pounds. Their boat would have to be sturdy and stable to risk bringing them across, even one at a time.
Tommy and Kristi got involved in the conversation. They suggested helping the animals cross by providing a mild sedative to keep them from getting spooked. Kristi reminded everyone how valuable the animals were. Not just for the present, but the future as well. Their horses were already mature and might not be capable of breeding. The new animals might enable the two animal specialists to both breed and birth young calves and foals.
Finally, the prospect of having chickens produce eggs daily might well have convinced Levi to undertake the boat-building project. Toward that end, he came up with a simple design plan using material they could gather from the nearby neighborhood where they’d pillaged the abandoned homes.
First, they gathered up all the nails and hardware from the burned-down property. In addition to a large supply of galvanized sixteen-penny nails, the owner had several coffee cans of long bolts, nuts, and washers.
Next, they ventured down the ridge to the neighborhood, where they made quick work of dismantling the three-rail wooden fence that bounded two sides of the development. They even cut down the four-inch-by-four-inch posts the rails were attached to.
All of the materials were then hauled to the water’s edge near the unincorporated community of Berts Branch. Using logs from freshly cut pine trees nearby and the wooden rails for a floor, Levi and the guys built what looked like a floating box with no lid. On each end of the rectangular flatboat, a four-foot-wide opening was left to allow the animals to come in one side and out the other.
Finally, two long hickory poles were made from trees near their settlement. These would be used to push off and guide the boat back and forth across the river.
It took the group two days to build the boat and eight people to slide it into the mostly still river. What was unknown to the modern ferrymen was how deep the water was. If it was deeper than the poles they’d fashioned out of hickory trees, they’d never be able to push the flatboat across the water. They did bring several of the fence rails that measured six feet long to use as paddles, but the group considered the flatboat to be too heavy to paddle with even one of the animals on board.
If it was shallow, they ran the risk of running into impediments just below the surface of the water, like trees or even rooftops.
Chapman, Isabella, and Levi were the best swimmers, so they took the first run. If they got to a point where they couldn’t move, either because it was too deep to push or because they got stuck, then the trio would be most capable of swimming back.
Using the help of everyone on shore, they were shoved toward the other side of the New River. The ten-by-ten flatboat was large enough to handle the three riders plus two animals at a time, although they’d be happy with a horse and some chickens at first.
Levi was the first to push his pole into the water in search of the bottom. He found something solid to push off, with eight feet to spare on his pole. As he propelled them forward, everyone looking on let out a spontaneous cheer.
Chapman thrust his pole into the water and had similar success. Soon, they were crossing at a steady pace, using the poles for power and to steer the boat into a cove that led to the gravel road on the other side.
Negotiating the river appeared to be the easy part of their venture. Disembarking proved to be more difficult. Fortunately, Levi had the foresight to bring a long piece of nylon rope he’d found in one of the garages in the neighborhood. As the boat eased up to the gravel road, he tied one end of the rope to a bottom log before he jumped out of the flatboat into the cold water and swam ashore. He wrapped the rope around a tree trunk. While Chapman and Isabella held the boat in place with their poles, he pulled like he was in a tug of war with a freight truck. He was able to bring an end onto the bank enough for it to stay in place, providing a stable loading ramp for the animals.
It took an hour to bring down the first horse, a stallion, together with a dozen chickens. The flatboat held steady on the return trip, but they agreed one large animal at a time was about all they could muster the energy to push across the water.
By day’s end, they’d moved a young bull, two cows, the stallion and a couple of mares. The two dozen chickens and a single rooster rounded out their livestock acquisition.
The next day, they cleaned the barn out of farm implements, including another plow that had been left sitting in a dilapidated shed behind the barn. One man’s trash was another man’s treasure when there was no longer a local farmers’ co-op to shop in.
The Boones, their extended family, and their growing assortment of livestock were in high spirits and ready to settle in for the winter. They’d traveled arduous and dangerous paths to finally find a spot they could call home. While many might not think living in the days gone by was for them, when you have a survival mentality, you find yourself adapting to your surroundings and making the best of it.
The family gathered on the morning of the first measurable precipitation since the deluge of rain, a gentle snowfall, having no idea what day it was on a calendar. Sarah made a proclamation. “Everybody, I think today is Christmas Eve and tomorrow should be Christmas. Whadya think?”
The vote was unanimous. As it turned out, her hunch was correct. It was Christmas Eve.
 



Chapter 49
Christmas Day
The Hensley Settlement at Shillalah Creek
Cumberland Mountains
Southeast Kentucky
 
By the middle of the nineteenth century, American Christmas traditions included many of the same customs and festivities as today. Pine trees were decorated. Gifts and handwritten greeting cards were exchanged. Stockings full of small gifts and treats were hung by the fire. Many attended church services and sang traditional Christmas carols. Above all, it was a time of family togetherness, feasting, and fun.
Such was the case as the Boone family and the new residents gathered at the schoolhouse that morning for the Christmas Day festivities. Levi and Jesse took turns shooting mistletoe out of the tops of oak trees. Carly and the other wives coordinated the gathering of holly, pinecones, nuts, and evergreen sprigs to provide some modest décor.
The day before, several white pines had been cut down and placed throughout the building using simple wood boards as tree stands. They were decorated with natural materials like berries as well as bits of ribbon, yarn, or paper formed into homemade ornaments. The fresh sap lent a hint of pine, adding to the ambience.
Above all, there was a feast. Sarah resisted the urge to slaughter a cow or chicken for their meal. Levi reassured her that he’d provide something special for the day. Early that morning, he and the other guys ventured away from the Hensley Settlement to a field along the New River that Levi had spotted the day they secured the livestock.
As they’d walked along the trail into the clearing, he noticed the telltale sign of roost trees nearby. They returned just after dawn that morning with two twelve-gauge shotguns holding birdshot.
Christmas morning, the birds were gathered in one spot, a favorite roost tree, and they were very vocal. Levi deployed Tommy to the other side of the clearing to intercept them as the turkeys fled his approach. He didn’t have a turkey call, so he hunted them like a whitetail deer.
A seasoned hunter, he was quickly able to identify their trails and corridor leading to the roost. He directed Tommy closer to the trail, creating a pinch point in which he would have greater success.
The birds were caught off guard as Levi made his move. When they sensed his presence, the gobblers went haywire. Without hesitation, Levi fired one blast after another into the tree, hoping to catch a part of them. He hit one with his second shot, and as the birds sought safety in the woods, Tommy was there waiting. He fired three times, maiming two more before surgically ending their lives with his knife.
The new pioneers enjoyed their day of singing, snowball fights, and a feast of ham, turkey, and canned vegetables. And, of course, cooked apples sprinkled with cinnamon.
At one point, Isabella, who’d become close friends with the new addition to the Hensley Settlement, the obstetrics nurse, snuck away from the gathering to the nurse’s cabin. The two had been whispering back and forth, which drew the attention of Carly. After they left, Carly slipped out as well and followed them, eventually making her presence known.
She questioned what they were up to. At first, Isabella seemed embarrassed, and then she began to giggle. The three women went inside the cabin together, where the nurse got to work.
She retrieved a small glass jar off her shelf. She squeezed a generous amount of toothpaste into the bottom of it. Then she handed another empty jar to Isabella. “You know what to do,” she said with a chuckle. While Carly and the nurse turned their backs, Isabella promptly filled up the jar.
She handed it over, and the three women studied one another before the nurse slowly poured Isabella’s urine into the glass of toothpaste. Then they waited.
After several minutes, the urine-toothpaste combination began to go through a chemical reaction. The color changed and began to fizz. The nurse began to smile, and Isabella’s eyes grew wide. She and Carly grabbed each other’s hands and began to jump up and down like two schoolgirls who just said hello to the handsomest boy in their class.
Isabella was pregnant.
The three returned to the schoolhouse to rejoin the festivities, drawing several curious glances from the adults. They immediately split up, going in different directions, a sure sign of treachery being afoot. Sarah was having none of it. She lowered her eyes as she followed Isabella around the room. Then she smiled.
She called Isabella’s name, ostensibly to get her assistance with something meal related. Isabella gladly obliged, but under Sarah’s questioning, she spilled the tea. By the time Isabella was able to pull the love of her life aside to give him the good news, practically everyone at the Christmas gala knew her secret.
Especially after Chapman started jumping for joy as if he’d won the lottery. He hugged her, lifted her feet off the ground, and swung her around several times before he set her down. He apologized profusely as he checked to see if she, and the baby, were all right.
At the end of the day, Sarah conducted a worship service for everyone. The families gave thanks for the blessings they’d received and prayed for their futures. Their hearts filled with joy as they belted out one Christmas carol after another, periodically laughing when Tommy would sing off-key or Chapman would forget the words.
Even Brooke was part of the action. She had to be warned, twice, not to swing from the Christmas trees. Eventually, she was content to crawl from one child’s lap to another. When it was time to sing, Brooke stood on two feet and swayed back and forth with her arms raised in the air as if she was attending an old-school revival in a tent somewhere.
Afterwards, everyone broke off into groups and talked about how lucky they were to be alive. They discussed their future, not from the perspective of will they survive but, rather, how well they would fare.
The kids played together, and Sarah read them stories out of the books her grandkids had packed for the trip. The men talked about hunting and fishing and plowing the fields. The women talked about their men.
Life would go on for the Boones. Sarah would have more grandkids. Her grandkids would each find a soul mate and have kids. The Hensley Settlement would grow over the years as the Boone family made a life for themselves just like their ancestors had before them.
If there was a moral to their story, it would be this. The more things changed, the more some things inevitably remained the same.
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